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LUSTY INTERLUDE 


Doubling the pillow under his head so he 
could get a better look at her, Ed Dolan ran 
a hand through her hair. It was wet from her 
exertions over him. 

“You know,” he said, “you’re a very 
talented young lady. I thought it would be 
weeks before I would feel this way again—if 
ever.” 

Brother, this one sure knew how to handle 
a man. He let his hand move. Her flesh was 
slippery with perspiration. “I ought to fresh¬ 
en up some,” she whispered. 

“No, I like it this way.” Pulling her closer, 
he buried his face in the rich, sweaty bounty 
of her, then reached to slide the straps of 
slip and bra off one shoulder. Suddenly, im¬ 
patiently, she jumped up and flung every¬ 
thing off over her head. 

“Clothes,” she said, “are always such a 
nuisance . * •” 
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Ed Dolan was trying to hold on to his temper. His hand 
cupping the phone started to shake and he reached over 
with the other hand to steady it. “For Christ’s sake, Con¬ 
nie! Did you have to turn it over to your lawyer?” 

“There’s no need to swear,” she answered in the cool 
way that always infuriated hini. “You must admit I know 
who I’m dealing with!” 

He ground his teeth, “You could have called first and 
told me the check had bounced, at least given me a chance 
to take care of it.” 

“I did call you, sweetheart—^twice—and got no answer. 
Finally the apartment manager told me you’d gone to 
Palm Springs for the week. And on my money,” she added, 
in a tone like sharp little claws unsheathing from their 

silken pads, , j ■ 

Dolan took a deep breath. The receiver felt like lead m 
his hand. “All right. Give me a break, will you? I just got 
home—this is the first I knew anything was wrong at the 
bank. It’s nothing, really—^just one of those mistakes that 
sometimes happen.” 

“Oh, of course,” she said sweetly. "Arid they re always 
happening to you, I notice.” 

Ed Dolan thought he heard the sound of water splash¬ 
ing and he frowned. “You aren’t in the tub, are you?” ^ 

“Why, yes, darling.” There was a breathy laugh. “Don t 
you wish you could see me?” 

He could see her all right. He hung up on the memory. 

A burning sense of injustice roiled within him. 

Was his life really as loosely put together as this? Yet, 
he knew it was the same with his friends. Money came 
carelessly and easily in this town when it did come; and it 
went the same way in an unending flood of liquor and 
high-priced housing and sports cars and clothes, in nights 
spent on the town with the tab at Ciro’s picked up for a 
whole tableful—and, of course, in alimony payments! 
To appear a tight spender meant that you were afraid of 
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your job or of the drying up of whatever talent had bought 
you your place here, your position in the snarling pack. 

So much for the bitching. Something had to be done_ 

and quickly. 

Impatiently, Dolan tossed aside the checks and bills. The 
letter from Connie's lawyer slithered on top of them. 
Reaching out, be picked it up and studied it for a long 
moment. God! the stupid effrontery of it. Somehow it 
symbolized everything he had ever gotten from Connie— 
nothing but a fast kick in the teeth. Well, maybe not right 
at the very beginning. He had drawn a circle in his mind 
around those weeks and they were untouchable. Weeks 
spent getting to know every last detail about her from the 
smooth, slightly taunting tinkle of her laugh to every crev¬ 
ice and dimple of her golden body. He had adored her 
those first few months, every moment breathless until he 
could take her in his arms and flood her with his love. 
Life had had meaning then; he’d had roots, something to 
work for, a sense of direction. He wasn’t just another 
guy on the treadmill, beating his brains out and for what? 
He was going places in a big way—he and Mrs. Ed Dolan. 

Oh, what the hell! Suddenly he twisted the letter in his 
big hands, crumpling and kneading it into a pulp. “If all 
due monies are not received immediately..." Always if, 
if, if. She and her goddam threats. It just showed you never 
knew about a woman—no matter how gorgeous, how lov¬ 
ing, they were all bitches. 

In burning anger he threw the wad of paper far across 
the room, then with a moan sat on the edge of the sofa, 
his face buried in his hands. Slowly behind his eyes the 
door of his former house opened. It was like watching a 

slow-motion screen—the same reel over and over again_ 

and you couldn’t turn it off. God! would he forever have 
to go through that night, would it never leave him alone? 
The screen wound mercilessly on and in helpless surrender 
he watched himself. 

He had tiptoed into the house, wanting to surprise her. 
All the had been on and this had pleased him. He 
wouldn t like to think of her sitting alone in a darkened 
room, missing him while he was away. Well, he wasn’t 
away—the trip had been canceled at the very last minute 
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and he had hurried home to her, his pulses racing at the 
thought. Cautiously he set his attache case and bag on the 
floor. She must be somewhere upstairs. He tiptoed across 
the wide entrance hall and was about to start up when 
and he would never know why—^he thought he would play 

a little joke on her. i.- v 

The house was strewn with telephones, soraethmg she 
had always wanted. And in a way it made good sense be¬ 
cause the pressures of his business mearit he always had to 
be within fast reach of a phone. Turning, he had paced 
back a few steps, picked up the hall phone, dialed her 
number upstairs. He would pretend at first that the trip 
had gone through, that he was out on desert location^... 
then he would tell her to go to the head of the stairs; he d 
call to her—and she would know it was a joke and come 
running down to him, straight into his arms. And had he 
been ready for her! 

“Connie? Hi, honey.” 

“Ed, for heaven’s sakes!" , 

“I just had to talk to you, had to hear your voice. You 

missing me?” ^ « j t, 

“Wait a minute, wait just a minute, darling, and sne 
had cupped a hand over the phone, cutting him out for a 
split second. “There, that’s better. I had to get a towel.” 

“You’re in the tub?” It had always amused him the 
way she took the plug-in phone with her into the bathroom, 
even when she took a bath. It was like a kid with a new 

toy. — 

“Yes, I_ ” Again she cut him out for a moment. Then, 

“Y_the water was getting too hot. Had to turn it off. 

Where are you? How’re things going?” 

“Oh, I’m way out here on location like I told you—and, 
honey, am I missing you! I can hardly wait to —” 

“Hold it a minute, will you?” and once more she turned 
from the phone. This time he thought he heard a commo¬ 
tion of sorts, like someone moving around fast. 

“Connie! What’s the matter? What’s going on?”^^ 

“I.,. uh,.. Ed, look, can you call me back?” 

“What for? What’s wrong with now?” 

Then he realized she hadn’t heard him; despite uie 
cupped phone upstairs, muffled whisperings came to him. 
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protests and something that sounded suspiciouslv like 
people wrestling. ^ ^ 

Suddenly he knew she was not alone! “Connie!” he 
shOTted ‘Cootiie!” and went racing up the carpeted stairs. 

Outside her bedroom he stopped short. A man’s tie 
was snaked across her bed—^their bed!... A dark jacket 
lay tossed over the back of a chair; trousers were in a 
heap on die floor as if they had just been stepped out of. 
the cloying scent of her favorite bath oil struck him full 
in tne face. 

The bathrwm door was closed; from behind it he heard 
the sound of running water accompanied by voices and 

stolen closer, listening. 

Oh, you.” Connie was saying playfully. “Have some 

u-SS’do—get me in 

trouble. It s a good thing he s miles away,’* 

, ,, come now, we got more important things to 

talk about—^hke this, and this!” ® 

1. H Connie’s high shriek of delight; he 

had heard it in his very guts; he had never quite stopped 
hearing it after that. Each time the wheels in his head te- 
gan parading that night before him, he thought he would 
burst out crying like a goddam baby—but he never did. 
he scene ended, the front door slammed behind him, and 

“se' 

So what difference did it make who the guy was’ He 
hadnt cared, hadn’t waited to find out. Looking back, he 
thou^t it was only one out of many—and time had proved 
him right. His lawyer had dug up enough stuff about Con¬ 
nie to fill a book, but nobody had any real proof and so 
lie was me fall guy. 

Okay, okay, he’d been burnt. Lots of guys were; some 
nev« learned—but not him. And if he ever got 
soft and needed a reminder, he’d have that letter from her 

wherebathroom mirror 
neeT ° ^ morning. That’s all he’d 

GetUng up he retrieved it, sat down again on the sofa 

coffee tabic. “Nuts!” he said 
under his breath, reaching for the phone at the same time. 



9 


THE LOVE GODDESS 

T alcin g it io his lap, he wanned the receiver in his palm for 
a moment while his mind ran across various contacts he 
knew. So he’d get back in the rat-race, only this time he 
would go it alone; straight to the very top all by ^self. 

He finall y settled on Larry Keefer and dialed the Bev¬ 
erly Hifls number. For a wonder, Larry was in. Ed Dolan 
could picture him in his tight little cubbyhole of an office, 
the shelves and desk littered with scripts and story outlines. 
The phone would be cradled against his shoulder while 
nervous fingers would tear a match from a book and light 
up the latest in the day’s unbroken chain of cigarettes. 

“Ed! Where the hell you been, kecd? Christ, I thought 
you were dead somewhere.” 

“No, I’ve been around.” 

“Yeah, but where’ve you been?” 

“Tijuana. Palm Springs tor a couple weeks. You know. 
“Bumming it up, huh? Leaving us poor bastards to 
sweat it out in this ceUuloid jungle?” 

“That’s about it.” 

“Can’t blame you.” 

The voice subsided to a mumble as the smoke was lit* 
Then, with the match flipped aside and the cigarette 
plucked from his mouth, Larry Keefer became once more 
intelligible. “Christ, maybe / couldn’t use a couple weeks! 
Doc says if I don’t cut down on the smokes and—but, the 
hell with that! I’ll never get out of town. Too inany tigers 
by the tail No way to—Say! Just a minute, huh? 

There was a pause. Faintly, Ed heard an answer directed 
at a secretary: “Tell him anything! Anything! Like, say 
I flew to Zambesi and I’ll call him when I get back.” Know¬ 
ing that no Hollywood telephone conversation was ewr 
completed without one frantic interruption or another, Ed 
Dolan waited resignedly while the secretary relayed some¬ 
one’s elaborate story. Larry cut her off. 

“Sure he’s being screwed! What did he expect? I warned 
him when I set the deal. But he told me he needed the 
work. To hell with him!” The voice boomed again into 
the receiver. “Sorry, keed.” 

“Sure,” said Ed. 

“Writer bitching about a contract. Always something. 
Phone’s been driving me nuts.... So, what can I do for 
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you. Need some of my writers? I got a new boy I think 
would be just right for you. Stole him from anothi agency 
that wasn t giving him representation, know what I ifean? 
Maybe you got a rewrite or a polish you could throw him? 

S’. ™ ,h, iH “‘.ffl' “ “1"'“' S®’ “"*KUnd! 

me-" '*=“ 

“I’m not buying scripts, Larry,” Ed Dolan manairpH to 

gann floally. "They tilled UwThow I ““" 

“ThPu stopped short. Then, quietly. 

They did? When was this?"* > m 

“Six weeks ago,’* 

r Keefer sounded unbelieving. “The heU you sayt 

LmmhLg.^” ‘ “ 

“No. The sponsor gave it the ax." 

you^n now?”™ got 

“Nothing. I’m through there." 

Silence for a moment. "Canned?” 

«. was sweating a little He 

swtehed th^E receiver to the other hand, wiped the pahn 
dry along his trouser leg. “When the show folded there 
krihem^S"^ available. And New York wouldn’t 

“YeTh ?onX-’ *^g^- 

“So, I’m sort of looking for a spot. Thought you might 

Mybiy“K™" ““““ ““ i“ 

triiildlj «“• rm a yen, 

“I know that, Larry. One of the reasons I called you ” 

Dhonr fon the tele- 

helnfo^ hlH I “ job, I don’t mind 

he ping him if I can; after all, I been there myself. But 

L IS—kind of slow right now. I’ll have to 

do some thinking, maybe ask around.” 

‘Til appreciate it.” 

“What were you making at Watson, Macivor?” 
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“Seven hundred a week,” Ed Dolan lied. He knew 
Keefer would trim whatever figure he gave him 

“Tell you what I’d like to see you do, keed—get your 
own show going. You’re bound to have something up 
your sleeve for a series. Come on m and let s kick it 
Lound. Maybe we can put a packap together, find some¬ 
body with coin to make a pilot—” . . , 

Ed closed his eyes. His head was be^mng to ache 
slightly. “Look. The town’s up to here with unsold pilots. 

What I need is a jobl” 

Another, a longer, pause. “You broke? 

“Not to put too fine a face on it, Dolan said throng 
set teeth, “yes. A little worse, maybe.” He added quickly, 
“But I wouldn’t want that to get out.” 

“Oh sure. Sure, keed. Still, it does make a difference. 
Like I’said, I’ll have to th^ it over—ask some people. 
What’s your number there?” r. 

There was a pause while Keefer lotted d do^* 
heard the pencil slap the desk. “Okay, keed. IU 
touch. Only one thing occurs at the moment. You dig any¬ 
body on the Premium lot?” 

“I know my way around there. Why? 

“They got a show I understand is in trouble. Paul Smart 
would just about give the studio to anybody who can 

show him how to fix it np. . , „ , c> ,4. a 

“Yeah?” Dolan strai^tened a httle. Paul Smart was a 

name to conjure with—the top man in one of the most 

important outfits in television, ^‘What’s the show? 

“The Val Bryant series."* 


Keefer must have heard the letdown m his voice He 
chuckled slightly. “Guess you know why it’s in trouble/ 

Dolan shrugged. “That’s what Smart gets for mmng 
business with pleasure—trying to keep the damn thing 
alive because his mistress happens to star in it. 

“The guy’s only human, I guess.” 

“I’ve met some that doubted it,” Dolan said, and heard 
the agent’s snort of laughter. 

“Oh, well. Anyway, I thought I’d mention it.” 

“Thanks. But I just bad one show die under me,” Dol- 
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an said. “Another one right now would be the finish I 
need a winner.” 

“Who don’t? You’ll have trouble trying to muscle in 
on one but 111 keep my ears open. Right now I got to go 
keed Fussmg with the Writer’s Guild over a pilot, kn?w 

wnat I mean? 

After the connection was broken, Ed Dolan sat for a 
^ment without moving, holding the phone in his hand 
T^en he let out a long breath and dropped the receiver 

* w instrument back on the coffee 

table "nere were other numbers he could caU but he did 
not feel up to it. A conversation with Larry Keefer in- 
vanably left him drained and strung tight. It was only 
recently he had begun to realize that this was becoming 
IS standard reaction to the pace and the pressures of life 
in this town. 

It was a bad mistake to let yourself get out of touch the 
way he had m these past few weeks since he lost the 
agency job. Yet, part of his general feeling of not giving a 
damn after the blow-up at Watson. Macivor had been a 
plated revulsion against the world of Variety and the 
Hollywood Reporter—against the whole preposterous 
frantic business of properties and sponsors, of the finning 
deals and the inking of pacts-and above all. againsf 
steady stream of obituaries of men dying of heart 
attacks while still in their forties, 

known freedom from the un- 
now°fhV^ jockeying for position in the Nielsens. But 
imn was up; and across the well-fumished 

impersonal living room, the twenty-seven-inch set in its 
Reaming mahogany case stared at him like an aLusiig 

He reached for his beer, remembered he had emptied 
let “"011 i 

scotch left il ^ 

thanTS^! drinker-not yet, 

U fo his feet. Dumping 

checks and bank statements into a drawer of the wrSing 
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desk, he paused for another moment over the letter from 
Connie's lawyer. It had been the beginning of all the 
trouble. 

The hell with them! The hell with Connie! So he need¬ 
ed money? WeU. in this town, there was always money to 
be made... 

He was tearing off his shirt as he headed for the bath- 
room and a shower. The sudden, needling smash of cold 
water took his breath away but it also roused his spirits 
and stirred his instinct for self-preservation. Sure, Holly¬ 
wood was groggy with the impact of television. It had 
played havoc with old patterns and destroyed forever the 
leisurely process of picture making. Ed Dolan had been 
around just long enough to remember the last of those 
better days. He knew men—good men—who had never 
been able to adjust to television’s frantic pace when, like 
himself, they had lost their jobs at the film studios. One 
of the best was Max Farrand, who had given Dolan his 
first leg up years ago. 

Max Farrand ... 

Soap in hand, Dolan paused a moment, frowning, as 
he realized he had not heard or thought of Max in a long 
time. He did not even know where he was now. A pang of 
conscience stabbed him. Max was the best friend he had 
ever had, at a time when he had really needed one. 

But a man had his own battles, his own troubles, 
keeping up with the pack. He turned off the shower and 
with both hands slapped his streaming chest. He was 
thirty-six, wasn’t he? And in better shape than those 
slobs who hung out at Vic Tanney’s. He’d show this town 
who the hell was scared of it! 


He was in a better mood as he gunned up to a steak 
house on Wilshire and relinquished his sports car to the 
attendant. The early dusk had a good feel. The day’s heat 
had blown away; in the west a faint stain of lemon-yeUow 
sunset flickered in feeble contrast with the glare of on¬ 
coming neon. In front of the restaurant a cluster of spot¬ 
lighted palms rose in a blazing bath of red and orange. 

He thought. You don’t look like a man who’s overdrawn 
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at the bank, and the knowledge gave him confidence. He 
adjusted his well-tailored jacket, touched his tic and 
strode into a darkness relieved only by low, shaded lamps 
on the tables and a generally suffused glow from the re¬ 
gion of the bar. Somewhere a piano tinkled a subdued 
background for the hum of voices. 

Hollywood is one of the great small towns. Anyone who 
has been there for any length of time can rarely avoid 

running into others of his own breed wherever he turns_ 

bumping into men he has worked with at one time or 
another, at one studio or another. Among the sea of faces 
along the bar Dolan recognized one or two—a cutter 
at Ziv and a minor actor with overlong sideburns that 
indicated he was working in horse opera. Ignoring them 
he took one of the leatherette-covered stools and ordered 
a drink, then shifted about for a general survey of the 
place. ' 

A man at one of the tables leaned forward to light a 
cigarette for his companion. It was George Hensiger, 
an excutive producer at Premium Studios, making per¬ 
haps fifty thousand a year. Ed Dolan knew him slightly, 
the way he knew a lot of people in the industry, and had 
him pegged for a rather unintelligent guy. His smooth 
face with its clipped mustache was vacuous and oily 
in the naked gleam of the table lamp. He could display 
a certain charm at times and just as easily retreat in- 
scnitably behind the lenses of plastic^rimmed glasses 
when he thought it necessaiy. Dolan judged he was prob¬ 
ably useful in roudne negotiatioi^ with stars and agents 
and advertisers. 

The woman with Hensiger was so unattractive that Ed 
Dolan knew she must be his wife: a creature with upswept 
yellow hair with a strangely green tinge, wearing a black 
dress cut so low that it was like a second skin over her 
corset. A thick rope of pearls failed to hide the large 
brown freckles splotching her throat and the swell of her 
breasts. 

As Ed Dolan watched, the woman got up and made 
her way toward the powder room, teetering awkwardly 
on three-inch heels, Hensiger did not bother to rise. He 
picked up his liquor glass, found nothing but ice in it 
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He came over to the bar, shoving in beside Ed Dolan 
as he signaled the white-jacketed bartender. 

“Another whiskey,” he said. “Easy on the soda.” 

In the blued mirror behind the bar, his eyes met Dolan s 
and locked in uncertain recognition. Obviously George 
Hensiger was searching for a name, trying to decide 
whether or not this was someone he could safely ignore. 
Dolan took him off the hook. 

“Evening, George,” he said, and introduced hunself. 
He could see Hensiger’s relief at the realization he had 
not failed to recognize someone of importance; it made 
him respond more cordially than he intended. 

“Of course, Ed. How are you?” 

“Good enough.” 

They did not shake hands. The bartender brought Hen- 
siger’s whiskey and he reached instead for his drinl^ 
Dolan looked at the hand holding the glass and parted 
when he saw that the nails had been painstakingly chewed 
down to the quick. The fingers were red and looked raw 
and sore. What on earth had upset the guy, anyway, that 
he would do that to himself? Things must really be m a 

mess at Premium. * 

Ed Dolan asked casually, “Hows everything at the 

studio?” 

Hensiger nodded. “About as usual. ^ 

“You don’t say? I heard you were having some trouble. 
“Who’s passing out that kind of crap?” 

Dolaan shrugged a shoulder and idly spun his glass on 
the polished counter. “You know how it is. Word floats 
around. What I heard was that Valerie Bryant’s not get- 

ting picked up.” . 

“Thaf s a !iel” Hensiger retorted so sharply that several 
people at the bar turned to look at hhn. A man Dolan 
had not previously noticed glanced up from his dr^— 
he had the bland, smooth kind of face that did not invite 
attention. There was a look of alarm on it now. 

“Some people,” declared Hensiger, “don’t care who 
they hurt, spreading such talk!” 

Dolan eyed him coolly. ‘^Come off it, George. The 
Bryant show*s no good and you know it. Don t forget, 
I just spent a year at Watson, Macivor. The guy who 
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handles that soup account had an cffice down the hall 
from me.” 

“Norm Winters? He didn’t tell you they were can¬ 
celing!” 

“Nom and I got to be pretty chummy.” This was 
something more than an exaggeration but he thought it 
would pass. *Tve known for some time that neither he 
nor the sponsors were happy with Bryant. I listened to 
a hell of a lot of bitching.” 

George Hensiger’s pale eyes had sought cover behind 
the plastic rims. He was taking this seriously, weighing 
Ed Dolan and his words carefully. He started to speak 
and ^en became aware of the round-faced man who was 
hanging with keen interest on every word. Hensiger said 
abruptly, jerking his head, “Come on over to the table.” 

They slid in on the curved leather banquette. Hensiger’s 
wife had not returned. 

“You eaten?” 

Dolan shook his head. 

“It’s on me.” Hensiger signaled a waiter. “Understand, 
I don’t say I’m buying any of this but you’ve got me 
curious.” 

Dolan shrugged. “I don’t mind if you pick my brains 

you’re going to pay for my diimer.” He took his time 
in ordering, conscious of George watching him with 
growing impatience. Those maimed fingers were drum¬ 
ming on the tablecloth as Dolan finished and banded the 
waiter the menu. 

“Well? You were saying?” George Hensiger prompted. 

“About the show? What am I supposed to say that any 
fool couldn’t sum up for you in two words; Val Bryant.” 

Hensiger colored a little. “We’ll agree Val’s not the 
world’s greatest actress. She’s got other qualifications.” 

“Connections, you mean?” 

“We’ll let that alone,” the other man snapped. “She’s 
still the star. The series has got to showcase her. You 
seem to think it doesn’t—and that you know why! So, 
how about it?” 

“You’re really asking? In all seriousness?” Dolan shook 
a cigarette from a pack and lit it. He found himself wish¬ 
ing he had paid closer attention to the show during the 



17 


THE LOVE GODDESS . 

few times he had watched it. But he still knew enough to 
put together the kind of jerry-built generalization that 
passed for criticism in Hollywood. He shook out the 
match, pulled a shred of tobacco from his lip. 

“All right, so you’re stuck with Bryant—^for reasons 
we both know but don’t need to go into. Well, what is 
she? A good-looking wren on the wrong side of thirty- 
five but still blessed with a pretty sensational chassis. 
You can’t pass her off as an ingenue. But it doesn’t get 
you anything, either, to hide all that in a tailored suit. 

“The role she plays calls for it.” 

“Then it’s the wrong role! Who do you think gives a 
damn about the struggles of an heiress to a billion-doUar 
corporation?” 

“Oh, 1 don’t know. It’s a glamorous background. Wom¬ 
en go for that kind of stuff.” 

“Then let ’em get it on the afternoon serials! Don’t 
try to make it carry prime evening time. You know, your¬ 
self, men resent seeing other men take orders from a 
dame. Even if the show was good, they’d hate their wives 
for making them watch it.” Dolan snorted. * And you 
wonder what has hurt your ratings!” 

George Hensiger scowled. “Keep talking.” 

“Obviously, you should go for a male audience. With 
what Bryant still has, package her right and you could 
have the men drooling into their sets.” 

“We try for a certain dignity on this show, a cer— 

“Who do you think you’re kidding? You’re trying to 
sell soup. Things keep on the way they are, you’re apt 
to lose the account.” 

“Are these Norm Winters’ ideas?” Hensiger demanded 
suspiciously. “Or just your own?” 

“I’m more or less talking off the top of my head. But 
I imagine Norm would go along with me. T^ far, any¬ 
way.” 

“You mean there's more?" 

"Oh, hell, yes! Plenty more—aside from the basic gim¬ 
mick being wrong. Doesn’t anyone on that show know what 
to do with a star who can’t act? There’s a technique. 
Bryant, for instance: when she delivers a line, it’s either 
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a monotone or she’s screaming. You get nothing in be¬ 
tween.” 

“You ever worked with her?” 

“Sure. At Regency. I was associate producer of the 
first picture Max Farrand tried to use her in. She about 
drove us ah crazy. She had everything but talent.” 

He went on, “You can Uck part of the problem with 
writing. Give the key lines to the other actors and let 
Bryant react to them. But always be ready to cut away so 
she doesn’t have to try and change expression while the 
camera’s on her. Also, you should build every script to 
a dramatic bit for her at the climax so she can let loose 
with one of those flashes of hysteria which she’s really 
not too bad at—but you have to keep it short. And cut 
immediately to another scene because she can’t make a 

transmon for you-” Dolan shrugged and stubbed out 

his cigarette. “All this is pretty elementary. It’ll never 
save your series, assuming it isn’t already too late.” 

Just then Mrs. Hensiger returned. She broke in without 
excusing herself. "George, we’d better be going. You know 
the Smart* are expecting everyone at nine.” 

Hensiger nodded absently as he got to his feet His 
cold stare rested on Dolan. “I might point out,” he said, 
that ftis town is full of opinion. Not a show on the air 
but what It gets buried twice a night over some bar by 
somebody or another.” 

“Sure,” Dolan agreed, “but you asked me. By the 
way, he added, “who is producing that show for you?” 

You just named him. Max Farrand.” 

Ed Dolan stared. “Max? You’re kidding! Since when?” 

Val brought him in herself about a month ago. He 
was available and she suggested hiring him. As you say, 
he produced her first picture. And Arch Cooper’s direct- 
discovered her!" Hensiger smiled thinly. 
Between them, if there’s anything wrong with the series, 
they should be able to work it out*” 

You re probably right,” Dolan agreed quickly* **Coo- 
per’s only a mediocre director but Max Farrand has al¬ 
ways been tops in my book, if you’ll Just give him his 
head. Hes a good man.” 

“We’ve always thought so,” George Hensiger said and 
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the conversation was closed. He had not bothered with 
introductions. “See you around, Dolan.” 

“Yeah.” , , 

That was that, he thought, A good pitch come to noth¬ 
ing. Christ, if he had only known Max Farrand was 
producing the Bryant show! He could name a few guys 
whose throats he wouldn’t much mind cutting if he had 
to. Arch Cooper, for one. But you couldn’t do a Aing 
like that to someone you owed as much to as he did to 
Max. After all, there was such a thing as gratitude, even 
in this town! 

He was better off, anyway. Let George Hensiger gnaw 
his naUs to the quick. As he had told Larry Keefer, this 
was one time when he didn’t need another dog like the 
Bryant show. He needed a winner! 

The waiter was bringing his order. The food looked 
good. He settled back to enjoy it. 



2 


“Dolan_” 

Someone loomed beside the table. It was the round- 
faced man who had been at the bar. Bd Dolan knew of 
him unfavorably as a HoUjrwood small-jobs man—^part- 
time press agent, part-time errand boy^ Jfc was Valerie 

Bryant’s brother; for some reason 'Svt'fydne eafled him 
Junior.” Dolan had never heard him called' ainything 
else. I 

He said shortly, “Evening, Junior.” 

The other took this as an invitation to sit down, which 
it was not. He seemed perturbed. His ruddy face, across 
the table, shone faintly with sweat. He said, “I was at 
the bar a minute ago. Maybe you didn’t see me.” 

“I saw you.” 

“You were talking to George Hensiger. I couldn’t help 
overhearing part of it.” 

“I wouldn’t have thought you could help it—the way 
you were bugging ns.” 

Junior’s soft, fatty features took on deeper color. “Don’t 
act like it was none of my business! I heard what you said 
about Val Bryaut—^and she’s my sister,” 

“She’s also your bread and butter,” Ed reminded him 
curtly, “Okay. So we were talking about her. It was still 
a private conversation.” 

“Sounded to me like you were sharpening the ax. What 
was all that about the show? And the sponsor?” 

Run along, will you? I’m trying to enjoy my dinner,” 

Urgency took Junior out of his chair. He leaned across 
the table and his hand dropped on Dolan’s shoulder, 
shaking it insistently. “Now you listen!” he cried, 

“Get away!” An irritable swipe of Dolan’s arm dis¬ 
lodged Junior’s hold and swept it free; an empty coffee 
cup was sent rolling to the carpet. “You think I give a 
damn about your beef?” Talk faded at neighboring tables; 
heads turned in their direction. “I’ve got my own troubles 
to worry about. Go away and let me worry alone!” 

20 
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Junior looked down at him for a long, uncertain mo¬ 
ment. For a split second Ed Dolan found himself feeling 
almost sorry for the man but he glared back and the 
stony edge of his look turned Junior away, collecting the 
rags of his dignity as he heeled and elbowed his way out 
of the bar. Ed Dolan shrugged off the stares of the curious 
and returned to his meal. Quickly he forgot Junior and 
Val Bryant, Hensiger and his gargoyle of a wife. As he 
ate, his mind was again on the treadmiU of his own 
thoughts: whom he should see next, where were the best 
chances were of turning up something? 

He finished eating, paid his tab, and walked out. 

The heavens had darkened; a few of the brighter con¬ 
stellations managed to make themselves visible against 
the city’s lights. As Dolan waited for the attendant to 
bring up his sports car, a Cadillac convertible floated to 
the curb beside him and a woman called pleasantly, 
“Hello, sailor.” 

After the first surprise wore off, he walked over and 
put his hands on the edge of the door. “Well, what do 
you know?” he said. “I was talking to Junior only a half- 
hour ago. This is a real coincidence. ^ 

She caught the faint edge of sarcasm. “Don’t be nasty, 
she said. Even in the ghastly, swimming reflection of neon, 
Val Bryant was a beauty. Her bare arm rested on the 
steering wheel beneath die edge of an artfully draped 
mink- stole. He had a glimpse of ivory throat and shoulders 
above a low-cut gown of flashing green. 'Get in, she 
invited. “I’ll give you a lift,” 

“Thanks. I have my own car.” 

“They’ll deliver it. We haven’t talked in a long time.” 

Dolan hesitated. Later he was not entirely sure what 
it was that had decided him—amused curiosity perhaps. 
“All right.” 

He went around the car and got in; the door closed 
almost soundlessly and the Cad slipped smoothly into 
the stream of traflSc, Dolan settled back and turned to 
the woman beside him. 

Val Bryant was a brunette and had had the good 
sense to stay one. Just now she was frowning, rouged 
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lower Up caught between her teeth as she maneuvered the 
convertible. “What do we talk about?” Dolan asked. 

She shook her head. “I don’t Uke to talk and drive. Not 
in this trafiSc. How about a drink?” 

“Why not?” 

“My place?” 

Dolan glanced again at the pale gleam of shoulders and 
grinned. “Sounds Uke fun,” he said impudently. She did 
not Uke that. He saw her frown deepen and she gave the 
wheel an angry twist; the Cad leaped in response. 

He did not know what Val had on her mind but, in¬ 
trigued, he decided he would ride with it. 

They crossed Santa Monica, passed a high-arcing, fiood- 
Ughted fountain and the monolithic monstrosity of the 
Beverly Hilton and then swung sharply west toward the 
ocean. The clock on the dashboard, nearing nine, made 
Dolan ask, * Sure this isn’t cutting into your evening? I 
understood there was something doing at Paul Smart’s 
tonight. A party, it sounded Uke. Naturally, you’U be 
going?” 

The shoulder nearest him lifted in a careless shrug. 
“Goddam bore,” she said. 

“You mean you’d rather spend the evening with me?” 
He did not try to keep the skeptical amusement out of 
his voice. “WeU, now, that’s real flattering!” She did not 
answer. He Ut a cigarette, offered her one which she re¬ 
fused with a curt shake of her head. They rode into the 
nuld night wind breathing in from the Pacific, still inilpc 
away, 

“We haven’t been seeing much of each other,” Dolan 
wmmented. “How long has it been, an)rway, since Arch 
Cooper brought you in and conned Max into letting him 
use you in that second lead? That picture was the start 
for both of os. Must be ten years at least. 

"Do you have to remind me?” 

“On you it doesn’t show.” 

“ s'deward look. Her red mouth quirked 
Well. That’s the first nice thing youVe said. Didn’t 
know you had it in you.” 

“Doesn’t happen often,” he admitted. He waited for her 
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to pick up the conversation but she let it lie. They rode 
on, lulled by the quiet purring of the powerful engine. 

Val’s place was a beach house, gravel-roofed, glass¬ 
sided, set off by itself behind a low wall and a dark 
spread of ice plant. Lamps bloomed behind heavy window 
drapes. When she turned in the drive and cut the motor, 
the murmur of the surf came to them ^d the occasional 
muffled slap of a larger wave as it ran in to break against 
the shingle beyond the house. Val did not wait for him 
to open her door. She slid out from under the wheel ^d 
he followed her across the drive; she walked with studied 
grace and a staccato tapping of heels. She unlocked the 
door and Dolan closed it behind them. 

She let him slip the fur from her shoulders. Holding 
it, he looked approvingly around the low-beamed room. 
A log crackled pleasantly in the brick fireplace in the 
center. An expanse of glass facing the ocean reflected the 
room’s subdued colors; out there, the riding lights of a 
boat moved slowly along the dark edge of the world. 

“Real nice place,” said Dolan. He put the expensive 
fur across the back of the chair. “Cadillac ... nunk ... 
your own television show .. . you’re doing well.” 

“Who are you kidding?” She inoved away from him. 
“Fix me a drink, will you? Make it a stiff one.” 

“Sure.” 

While he went to the bar, she crossed the room and 
dropped upon a sofa. She let her head fall back and 
dosed her eyes. When he brought her glass, she accepted 
it with a brief nod and a sigh. “God, I’m tired!” Dolan 
stood looking at her as she took a long drink. 

The low lighting caressed the arm that raised the glass 
to her lips; it flattered the soft line of cheek and throat 
and found rich gleams in the luxurious pile of her dark 
hair It took away some of the years that the television 
screen could not wholly erase. “And a six-thirty make-up 
call tomorrow.” 

*Tough shooting schedule?” 

“The toughest! Two shows a week, back to back, for 
six weeks now.” 

don’t blame you for begging out on the party. 

But looking down at her across the rim of his glass, he 
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had again the distinct feeling that she had lied. He did not 
flatter himself that she had dressed so carefully just for an 
evening with Ed Dolan. No, she had meant to go to that 
party, all right. He wondered what had happened. 

He sat down beside her and placed his glass on an end 
table. “Fm not going to stay long ” he told her. “Tell me 
what you wanted badly enough to bring me out here and 
ply me with your liquor.” 

She looked at him with reproach. “YouTe thinking it 
was no accident that I happened to be there and picked you 
up?” 

Of course it wasn’t. Junior gave you a ring after I 
brushed him off. He couldn’t get anything out of me but 
thought maybe you could.” He added, “Is that how Junior 
spends his time? Scouting the enemy?” 

“You are a nasty kind of person, aren’t you?” Val 
Biyant said. “You won’t do a dung to help a lady main¬ 
tain a fiction!” 

“No time for frills—just business. That’s Ed Dolan.” 

‘'All right, we’ll keep it business then.” She took a 
breath, “What were you and George Hensiger saying 
about me in that bar?” 

“I have already told your brother it was a private con¬ 
versation.” 

“Don’t play cagey with me, Ed, Please. What did I 
ever do to you?” 

He looked at her squarely. “By a funny coincidence, I 
seem to remember a time ten years ago—it was during 
the first week on that picture. You missed a costuming 
call and had the whole staff waiting for two hours. And 
then you tried to tell Max I hadn’t posted you!” 

Her brows puckered swiftly. “Did I do that?” 

“You know damn well you did! All through the shoot¬ 
ing you had your sharp little knife out for me. Just lucky 
Max wasn’t impressed,” 

“You carry a grudge well, don’t you?” Her voice was 
cold. “I remember now, we didn’t hit it off. There was 
something so damned superior about you,” 

“Believe me, honey,” he said and grinned tightly, 
“that wasn’t superiority, I was scared! Maybe you didn’t 
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Ifnow it—and you wouldn’t have cared if you had hnown 

_^but that picture happened to be pretty important to me. 

Max Farrand was taking a chance holding out for me as 
his associate producer. I was pretty damned tense about 
the whole thing,” 

“Maybe you think I wasn’t-^fter the years Id spent 
playing every cheap joint between Frisco and San Diego, 

I just couldn’t go back to that, Ed. Then, now—or ever. 
No matter who I hurt to keep from doing it!” 

For the moment there was real sincerity in her voice. 
An odd twinge of compassion touched him. Be careful, 
brother, he warned himself. Don’t go soft here. Gruffly 
he said, “Okay. I guess everybody does what he has to do 

to make himself look good.” „ „ „ 

“Then we can put away the kmves? Call it quitS; 

“Why not?” He stood up, took his half-filled glass 
and her empty one. “Another drink on that?” 

He carried the glasses to the bar and refilled them. The 
log snapped and settled in the ashes of the fireplace. When 
Dolan returned, Val was staring at her own image faintly 
reflected in the wide window. She took the glass and drank 
deep before she said in a heavy voice, "How will you tell 
me? Please?” 

“You act like you’re really scared.” 

“Maybe you never felt what it’s like when the ground 

gives way under you/’ 

He remembered his phone conversation with Larry 
Keefer and thought, his mouth twisting, // you only knewl 
He said, '1 don’t know why you’re bitching. So they wash 
you out of television—^what’s the calamity? It’s a tough 
business for anyone to be in if they don’t have to be. 

^^And who says I don’t have to?” 

“Oh, come on now!” He was growing impatient— 
why all this shamming?—and he let her have it crudely. 
“Everyone knows how it is with you and Paul Smart,” 
That reached her. It brought her ofi the sofa to face 
him; she swayed slightly and for the first time he realized 
how much she must have had to drink long before she 
drove to pick him up. Her gray eyes, always so warmly 
liquid in photographs, were ice cold now. 
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“Just what are you hinting at?” she demanded, her 

voice steely* 

“Was it supposed to be a secret? Neither of you have 
done much to keep it one!” 

And then he ducked, seeing the blow telegraphed in the 
tightening of her mouth and the sudden swelling of her 
breast. Her palm caught him smartly, rocking his head: 
tears blurred the vision of his left eye. He blinked them 
aw^ Md saw Val Bryant’s face white with fury. “Get out!” 

Dolan started to make a retort but held it. He touched 
a knuckle to his cheek as though he expected to find blood; 
then. With a shrug, he turned and put down his glass “Will 

you give me time to call a taxi?” he asked dryly. “Or do I 
have to walk?” ^ uu j. 

_ “Ni^wait!” The change in her voice startled him. The 
flare of anger had gone, leaving her tired and discouraged. 

1 m sorry, ’ she said, “but you were being nasty again.” 
Something has gone wrong, hasn’t it? Wrong between 
you and Paul Smart? You were dressed for that party In¬ 
stead, you’ve been sitting here talking hard luck to me and 
drinking more than is good for you. What was it you 
thought you could get me to do?” 

One hand tight-knuckled around her whiskey glass, she 
put the other on his sleeve. “Ed, I always figured you for a 
man with a head on you, even if we’ve never been friends. 
Be^een us surely we can figure out what’s wrong with the 
senes—and how to save it. I’ll get you on the staff, have 
you made producer.” 

^ fliuiute. You’ve got a producer. You’ve got 

She shook her head. "I thought he could help but it 
w-n '^o^ed. He hasn’t any fresh ideas—none that 
wifi do for television. Say the word and I’ll get rid of 

I guess you haven’t been listening. It’s sort of a soecial 
W with Max and me. He was a big man wLn 

tTO"bii>*^i if foothold in this business—but he wasn’t 
tpsf-fi h- “ green assistant director and 

teach hra the ropes. He knocked years off my apprentice- 

ture where he started you. Just because he’s been ha^ng 



THE LOVE GODDESS 27 

a rough time of it these last few years, I’m not going to cut 
his throat!” 

“He wouldn’t have to know.” 

“I’d know,” Dolan retorted. “So, lay off.” 

She considered him for a long moment. She must have 
seen that he really meant it for she shook her head in a 
baffled way. “Well,” she said and shrugged, “it was a nice 
try.” 

^‘And now can we get off the subject?” Deliberately 
Ed Dolan took the half-finished drink from her hand and 
set it on the table. Then, as she stared at him, puzzled, 
he put his hands on her shoulders. He grinned crookedly. 
‘‘Honey, we’ve wasted too much time talking around cor¬ 
ners. You and I will never get together—not oo that level. 
Let’s try another.” 

Why not? he thought. It would be worth the try—and 
she had asked for it. Furthermore, she was only playing 
Paul Smart for all it was worth. Sure, she got mad when 
he mentioned Smart, but she hadn’t admitted to anything, 
had she? This woman was not tied to anybody; her only 
ties would be of greed, like Connie’s, but she wouldn’t try 
to fool you with any maudlin spiel about love and all that 
malarkey. 

He bent and kissed her. She stiffened but he held her 
firmly, forcing his mouth upon hers; after a moment he felt 
her war min g and stirring in response. Her breath, from 
open mouth was on his face as he pulled her against 
him. Val Bryant was experienced. When she gave to him, 
it was with a completeness that started the fires kindling 
and changed what he had begun in mockery to something 
else entirely—something else he had thought he would 
never again feel for a woman, especially one like Val 
Bryant. Abruptly she drew back and her eyes met his in 
cold dislike. ‘‘Satisfied?” 

He stared at her. “What do you think?” 

Dolan had never really thought of her as a woman. He 
had known her too well and too long and liked her too 
little. But all in a moment that was past^—finished with Ae 
yielding of her body against his own, the sudden, probing 
flick of her tongue. Althougji the drinks he had had were 
confusing his senses, he knew well enough that she had 
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done it deliberately, contemptuously. It made no differ¬ 
ence. 

For she had made him conscious of the splendor of 
her body, of gleaming shoulders and nearly bared breasts 
soft but firm, rising from the bodice of that flashing green 
dress. Half in anger, his hands closed and tightened and 
he started drawing her to the couch. She saw the intent 
m his eyes; her bosom lifted on a startled breath. But it 
was when she felt the edge of the couch against her leg 
that she began to fight him in silence but with surpHsing 
^ren^h. Her upswept hair tumbled down. She aim^ ai 
bent knee with unladylike accuracy, but Dolan caiieht 
against his thigh. And while she was still off-balance 4e 
swung her sideways and dumped her onto the cushions 

She tried to roll off but he flung himself upon her, trap- 
jnng her. Her breasts pushed against him, heaving with 
the struggle; her eyes, so close beneath his own, glared 
with hatred through a cloud of dark hair. She struck him 
m the cheek with her fist but he trapped both her hands 
and forced them above her head, pinning them there. She 
was helpless and she knew it, but her defiance still blazed 
out at him. 

“You asked for this.” he gritted. “You can’t Oght a fire 
in a man and not expect to get burned!” 

He put his mouth on hers again, hard, pressing her head 
MCK against the cushion so that she could not twist away 
He pt no simulated response this time. Her lips were set 
himly and he gave himself to forcing them to soften, to 
o^n, holdmg the kiss even when she moaned in protest 
When at last he raised his head and looked at her. she 
lay with her eyes closed, unresisting but with utter resigna¬ 
tion. This sharpened his anger, heightened the strange 
mingling of emotions holding him in their grip. 

I'ips slightly, shifting his weight, and se- 

the othCT 

ordered but she lay unmoving. He 
said « again and when she stUl refused, Dolan slapped 

cnnn!i flew Open, staring in surprise and hurt. He 

cupped her jaw and chm with his hand, his fingers press- 
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ing hard into the flesh and parting her lips, and again 

he covered them with his own. ctw 

Then his hand was at her breast, pushing aside the stiff 
bodice of the gown. As his palm cupped the soft flesh and 
his fingers closed around the delicate, pear-shap^ beauty 
of her he felt her body grow rigid under his. Her breaming 
altered, quickened; and this time she w^ not shamming 
Her body arched against his, hard. Suddenly she was 
fighting to free her arms; her wrists slipped from his sweat¬ 
ing grasp. But she was not trying to escape. Her arms 
wound around him, clutching his body to hers. She moaned 
against his parted lips but not in pain... 

“My God, Vail” Ed Dolan cried. “Where have we been 
all this time? Val, listen to me, sweetheart..and tossing 
all reserve to the winds, he met the insistence of her body 
with a wild, surrendering wave of relief. What had Con¬ 
nie ever had that could compare with this anyway? 

Later he stared down at the woman in his arms—this 
Val Bryant who, he would have once said, of all women, 
had the least likelihood of ever stirring him. Her eyes 
were closed; her arms tightened and she shook her head 
in mute protest as he made a motion to get up. Smiling, 
he rubbed his cheek along hers—and suddenly her gray 
eyes opened wide. She looked at him almost as if he were 
a stranger. He watched in shocked dismay as her expres¬ 
sion changed, taking on awareness. Her mouth drew down 
in cold dislike and she pushed at his chest. Without a word 
Dolan swung to his feet, walked over to the big wmdow 
and stood gazing sightlessly through the glass at the ocean 
dimly visible beyond. What the heU had happened to her? 
Chagrined, he heard her rise to a sitting position. He was 
about to turn to her when the shrill peal of a telephone 
cut through the silence. 

He beard Val get up and cross the room, cutting off 
still anbther ring of the phone as she snatched it from the 
cradle. The instrument continued to buzz in her hand, 
briefly; then she was speaking in a voice that scarcely 
sounded like her own. Dolan heard a startled exclamation, 
a hurried question: “You’re sure?” And after a longer 
pause: “All right.” She hung up and he turned to find her 
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f^e ***^ 

“What’s wrong? Who was that?” 

between them—whatever emotion 
she had felt—was completely forgotten. She had shut it 
off as one would a faucet. Not answering, Val moved 
qu.ckly to turn off one of the lamps near the large from 
wmdow, darkenmg the closed curtain. He watcLd her 
cross to a comer of the window and cautiously draw the 

"'^'p 

As he jomed her, she drew back to let him peer through 

?ouStemr'“ 

“No.” 

«^all. on the far 

f!i road—a car parked without lights and 

bm " f* *“ Val Bryant 

ahml thS h something vaguely sinister 

about this, he dropped the curtain quickly into place “I 

saw a car. Whose is it?” ^ 

H,. i Junior who called. 

He drove by and saw them watching the house. Ed, you’ve 
got to get out of here!” . j^u vc 

“Why? I’m not hiding from anybody.” 

j"y .^‘■d for fois?" But when he only 
stmed she shoved him across the room. “All right. 
They re Paul Smart’s men. Junior recognized them.” 

u u fo® roar of the sea and the 

raw breath of the night swept in. Ed Dolan saw a flagstone 
patio that led back to a low brick wall circling the rVar of 
the house; Now just a minute!” he began. 

‘Junior’s waiting in his car down the road,” Val cut in 
not lettmg him finish. “Whatever you do—keep out of 

He looked at her and shook his head. “An evening with 

I7y T*? I r he commented sarcasti- 

caHy. But before he couId> say anything more, he found 
himself on the flagstones and the glass panel was sliding 
noiselessly into place. Curtains whisked across the window 
and damp blackness closed about him. He stood there 
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swearing—^blinded and more alanned than lie liked to 
admit at the thought of running afoul of anyone as 

powerful as the head of Premium Studios. 

The night was clear, patterned with stars. Yonder, pe- 
vond the wall, sounded the roar and rumble and slamming 
crash of the running sea. Whatever was happemng between 
Paul Smart and Val Bryant, a quick and ignommious re¬ 
treat looked like the best bet now for Ed Dolan. He turned 
and started groping his way across the dark patio, huntmg 
for a gate. He found it, and went through. 

From where he stood, dry and loose sand sloped sharply 
away to the drop-off cut by the waves of high tide. By the 
faint glow in the sky, he could see it in the starlight and, 
beyond, the phosphorescent restlessness at the ocean s 
edge. But if it was light enough for him to see, he could 
just as easily be seen himself. And now there was the 
scrape of footsteps around the side of the house. 

He glimpsed a man with a gun and ran. 

Sand quickly filled his shoes. All at once the break-off 
was crumbling under him and he spilled over the edge 
of it rolling as he went down. Crouched on hands and 
knees, he spat sand and turned to peer back toward the 
house. He saw a man’s shape bulk black against the patio 


His fingers closed convulsively on a length of driftwood, 
it was no weapon against a revolver. Under his breath he 
found himself muttering, “What the hell have I got into, 
anyway?” 

But the figure of the man turned and was gone again, 
melting into the shadows of the patio. Dolan felt a mo¬ 
ment’s alarm for Val Bryant, but apparendy the man did 
not have any orders to force the house. Time ran on and 
if there was any further sound, the ocean blanked it out. 

At last Ed Dolan let out a trapped breath and cautiously 
rose to his feet. His cramped legs trembled under him; 
suddenly the wind off the water cut through him like a 
knife and he realized he was drenched with sweat. Let s 
get out of here, he thou^t. 

Driftwood tripped him and the rubbery bulbs of sea¬ 
weed popped under his feet. But the house dropped away 
from sight and he knew he was alone. He breathed easier. 
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And presently he was tramping back toward the road 

tS “rt 

PM and was gone 

ite lights sweeping across the heavy shore growth ^ev 

hi^nn^" glimpse of another Ehicle stand- 

g under a eucalyptus not twenty feet away from him As 
he crouched in the brush, wondering if there was anv 

tS ‘’L"SS f “ ? ““ Pa^kal Sr MnS 

!!!!. I,. \r ^ knew who it was He 

ightened up and went forward and Junior Brvant 

Hr “““aaned ™ to opeaV 

Junior’s^ ^ Buick and not the latest model, 

juniors flond face was scowling in the nlnw fm™ 

dasL Without a word he started the engine® efore Ed hud 

her ^ 0 °*^ backed, spun the wheel and pointed 

herjiose m the direction of the beach house ^ 

e™ !."u, ^ windows were dark The 

convertible was still in the drive but the other car had 
gone. Ed Dolan let himself breathe a little easier 
first word. “Guess they left.” 

“Anything happen?” 

‘T guess not I went out the back and one of them tried 
o give me a chase but I shook him. Looked to me like 

Jayroll?” on the 

He got no answer. 


wia!in’*L®''S ®rff foome 
ttjin an ace of losing everything; the big modified 

Georgian house had been saved only through the S 

exertions of the yardman and the chauffeur who pumid 

sh n^ferroo7 To°^-1il! P°°' onto th^ steep 

haS LI of faffing 

ice okn^ LI ? !!"“ obliterated under burgeoning 
ice plant, the yardman and the chauffeur had both been 
dismissed some time ago on one charge or another—no 
rvant ever managed to satisfy Gloria Smart for long. 
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Ti, wa<i full acaui, tumcd into a trembling mass of 

UghB sunk below to wa... 

“”»Vou realize, of course” Gloria Sm^ snarled her 
icily beaiiful features hard wi* fu^. “that you walked 
awav and left your guests standing by the pool. 

With an executive’s capacity for absorbmg more than 
one communicaaon at a time, Paul Smart coolly obse^^ 
his wife’s taut, compressed anger while the acuve part of 
h s Son Responded to the voice in the fephone 5^" 
SvSe iidlto the phone, “You got a look at hun, 

you said?’’ - t j L* » 

‘*Yes sir, when she picked 
“But you didn’t recognize him? 

“Nobody Vd ever seen before that I know o ^ 

Gferia sLrt came closer; she ^too^ 
where he sat on the edge of her bed. You 
she hissed and a fleck of spittle stung hts cl«ek, or any 
of those people. When you told the maid youd take the 

call in here, they knew what *t jas. 

“What do you want me to do, Mr. Smart/ tne m 

™He^^ught about the answer while he looked up at Ws 

wile wKpersonal tointerea "Is ta 

“Ain’t sure. Harry says he heard him go out the back 

*Vill you listen to me?” Gloria put a hand on fee 
nhone to take it from him. Smart’s mouth h^ened. 
Switching the receiver to his right hand, he out at 

her with his left. It was not a blow, nothing ^ but 
it took her by surprise. It caught her across her chest 
and shoulders and sent her twisting about and down to a 

sprawl against the edge of the bed. 

“I can make sure if you want me to, the man said 
when he got no answer. “I could bust m and see if hes 

therCw And if be is^—, 

“No!” Paul Smart said quickly. ^ 

stay out of that house.” He paused, considering. Is Hany 

“Heft him there while I came looking for a phone. You 
want me to go back and wait for you?” 
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She glared at him; when she shrugged loose from his 
hand, her manner had changed. Smoothing the dress, 
tugging at her bodice, she said, “Don’t think I care any 
longer what comes from that filthy tongue of yours— 
because you’re going to at least keep up appearances. 
You’re coming back downstairs with me and you’re not 
going to that woman tonight—for the same reasM you 
had to give up trying to invite her into my house. 

That touched him. He felt the heat begin to rise to his 
cheeks and his lips were tight as he shot back, “Don’t 
push me too far!” One hand lifted, its palm flat and the 
fingers spread. She looked at it and he saw her flinch but 
she stood her ground. 

“There are some things you can’t change,’ she retorted. 
“Not even if you beat me. I think you know what they 

are.” , 

He did. The truth sank home, and after a moment the 
band began to tremble and he let it drop as anger swept 
redly across his vision. Jaw clenched until it ached, Paul 
Smart swung about to the door and flung it open. 

Thick carpeting had muffled his steps and the man and 
woman in the hall collided with each other in trying to 
back away as the door opened in their faces. Blinded by 
frustration. Smart knew they had been listening but he 
did not even see who they were. He strode angrily through 
the hall, hearing his wife call his name and knowing she 
was hurrying after him. 

It was on the broad staircase that she caught hun and 
seized him by a coatsleevc. “Remember!” she whispered 
fiercely. He stood with a hand tight upon the polished 
railing, seeing faces turned up to them at the foot of the 
sweepfflg staircase. He shrugged resignedly; she must have 
sensed her victory as she slipped a hand into the crook 

of his arm. . 

As quickly as that, things had been reversed. Glona 
Smart’s red lips wore a smile of triumph now as she 
walked with her husband down the stairs to rejoin their 
milling guests. If she had known his thoughts, though, 
the smile might not have come so easily to her lips ... 
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“George Hensiger’s office calling,” the voice in Ed’s ear 
said brightly. “Mr. Hensiger would like to know if eleven 
o’clock would be a convenient time for you to come in.” 

Throng the quiet apartment came the sound of some¬ 
one moving in the bed. He looked and past the half-open 
door saw the bed he had just left in a blind daze to 
answer the summons of the phone. A long, white leg 
turned lazily among the rumpled blankets, went motion¬ 
less again; Ed Dolan winced and made a face. 

Ah, yes, the memory came back with a rush: the miser¬ 
able aftermath of the scene at the beach house, Val’s 
sudden, unexpected turning on him. If she no longer 
wanted him, someone else would. The redhead in the bed¬ 
room was a script girl he knew vaguely at one of the 
studios. She was all right but she was no Val Bryant. 

He knew he had inadvertently started something last 
night that was not going to be any cinch to end. Val 
might not prove at all easy for a man to get out of his 
system.... 

And now Hensiger wanted to see him! 

No time to speculate. The redhead did not seem in¬ 
clined to wake up before noon. Dolan let her sleep; she 
could shift for herself. He plugged in the coffee maker and 
brewed up a pot while he dressed and shaved. He drank 
it black and strong; his head had largely cleared but there 
were remaining traces of nausea as he eased the Porsche 
into inbound, midmoming traffic. 

Dolan found parking space beside a hangar-like sound 
stage and walked back to the Administration Building 
through a shimmering blast of sun on cement and white¬ 
wash. Outside the projection rooms production staffs 
waited their turns to see the dailies. From the open win¬ 
dows of sound labs came bursts of recorded speech and 
gun shots and canned music. A messenger scurried past 
Dolan, carrying a shining stack of flat, round film tins. 

36 
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A casting call must have gone out for children because 
the lobby of the Administration Building was filled with 
horrible, mature-looking little girls and their more horrible 
mothers, all overdressed and coldly sizing one another up. 
Dolan pushed his way through the crowd and presented 
hims elf at the desk where the receptionist made a con¬ 
firming phone call and then directed him to Hensiger’s 
office on the second floor. 

Hensiger, wearing a crimson sweater under his suit- 
coat, looked up from a mimeographed script and offered 
his hand. “Glad you could come in, Dolan,” he said, slic¬ 
ing, and nodded to his secretary to close the door behind 
her' “My girl had a little trouble locating your nuinber ” 
he went on as Dolan took a chair across the desk. “You 
Uve in Brentwood?’’ 

“On San Vicente,” 

“Finally traced you through Watson, Maclvor. They 
said you left them some time ago.” 

So already the needling starts, thou^t Dolan. “I needed 
a change. I was producing a show for them but the only 
way to get anywhere with that outfit would have been in 
the advertising end. That didn’t interest me.” Mentally he 
added, // you’ve checked, you know I’m lying and that / 
was sacked. And the hell with youf 

Hensiger chose to let the matter rest. “Then you’re open 
for an assignment?” 

“Could be. For the ri^t one. I’m looking around.” 

George Hensiger buUt a steeple with his hands and 
looked at Dolan over them, touching the gnawed finger 
tips to thoughtfully pursed lips. “I got in a few words with 
Paul Smart about you, last night out at his place. Paul 
suggested I have you come in. Some of your ideas about 
the Bryant show interested him. It’s possible that we could 
work out something that might be attractive since you’re 
available.” 

Then it wasn’t Val, Dolan thought. He frowned. “What 
about Max Farrand? You told me the Bryant show was 
his baby now.” 

“Let’s be frank. We’re facing a problem there, as you 
went to great pains to tell me yourself. If someone can 
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show us a fresh approach, it could be a very good opoor- 
tunity. So far, Max hasn’t.” 

“But, after all, he’s just been on it a month—’’Dolan 
began, when the phone rang. Hensiger scooped it up It 
was his boss. 

“Yes, Paul. Yes, he’s sitting right here.” He hung 
up. We go in now. One thing,” he added, hesitating a 
httle and eyeing Dolan with a shade of worry puckering 
his brows. “I’d suggest you needn’t be quite as outspoken 
with Mr. Smart as you were last night with me. If the 
show has defects. I’m sure he’s as well aware of the fact 
as you could be.” 

Dolan nodded and rose. “He’s sensitive; I read you 
Let s go....” 

The wall-to-wall carpeting in Paul Smart’s office was 
dee}\ the desk wide and richly gleaming. There was hard¬ 
wood paneling and a planter sprawled with vines. On a 
(»mer of the desk was another attache case. Ed Dolan 
thought. I’ve sure been out of touch, i’ll have to get my¬ 
self another one of those. 

Dolan had never met the head of Premium Studios He 
saw a man of indefinite age, although the hair that was 
thinning out above his temples showed streaks of gray. He 
^s spare of frame, dressed with expensive conservatism. 
The hand he gave Dolan held strength; its flesh was cold 
^d so were the eyes that did their summing-up of a man 
m a smgle, probing stare. It was hard to conceive that 
this Paul Smart had any real need of a woman’s affection 
whether she be a minor star like Val Bryant or anybody 
else. Dolan would have said that if there were inner fires 
m him, th^ must be deeply banked in the interests of 
efficiency. His mouth seemed not to know how to smile 
except for conscious effect* 

Having made the introductions, George Hensiger re¬ 
tired to a place on the green sectional couch that rounded 
a comer of the room. “Glad you could come in, Ed,” 
Paul Smart said, using the universal form of greeting 
George tells me you might be able to fit into our little 
team, he went on as Dolan sank into the deep-cushioned 
chair across the desk. “We’re always looking for fresh 
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ideas and a new approach to the problem of television 
filmin g. George says you have them.” 

“He’s very generous,” Dolan said. 

“As you know,” said the president of Premium 
Studios, “we’re one of the biggest TV operations in town, 
and we’re getting bigger. In addition to the shows in 
production, there are nine new ones on the drawing 
board. The man who can prove himself with us will be 
handed all the opportunity he could ask for. Now—the 
question I’d like you to put to yourself^ is, do you see 
a place for your talents in this picture?” 

Dolan said carefully, “It sounds very attractive.” 

“At the moment we’re interested in strengthening the 
Biyant series, Trendex-wise. It’s doing very well but we 
think it can do better.” This, of course, Ed Dolan recog¬ 
nized as Hollywood for, The damn thing's in trouble! “We 
need someone to take hold, maybe give us the advantage 
of a fresh point of view.” 

Dolan hesitated, looking over at George Hensiger. From 
his place on the couch, the latter put in quickly, I ve 
explained to Ed that we’d already been contemplating a 
change there. Naturally, he wouldn’t want to feel that 
he was responsible for anyone being bumped out of a 
job. I was starting to say, when you called us^ in just now, 
that we have other plans for Max Farrand. ’ 

“Oh, of course,” Paul Smart agreed, waving his lean, 
white hand. “Don’t let that worry you.” 

George Hensiger was leaning forward, making vague 
gestures. Again he broke in. “Paul, I know you’re very 
busy this rooming. I really don’t think we d better take 
up your time right now with nuts and bolts. Why don t 
we put Ed on the payroll and give him a chance to 
familiarize himself with the show—read the new scripts, 
have some prints run off for him, do some thinking? I U 
work closely with him and see if we can’t bring you some 
real results.” 

Smart nodded. “That sounds good to me. What shall we 
say? Six hundred a week and the title of associate pro¬ 
ducer?” 

Very briefly Dolan calculated the chances of asking 
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for seven, then remembered how badly he needed this 
job and decided to let well enough alone. He said, “That 
should do very well to start with," and, taking his cue, 
stood up as the others got to their feet. 

.. for coming in, Ed,” Paul Smart said. 

“I’ll be expecting to hear from you. Nice to have you on 
the team.” 

Dolan shook hands with him and a minute later was 
ushered out by George Hensiger. 

At once Hensiger was smiling again. “Fine! We’ll talk 
about the show later. Right now there’s a rather ticklish 
problem—^Max Farrand.” 

“I wondered when we were going to get to him. Does 
he know anything about my coming in?” 

“I had a moment with him this morning. He knows 
of course that we aren’t satisfied with the show and we 
can’t see that he’s been able to take hold effectively. Even 
so, I’m afraid he’s not going to be particularly happy. 
But he’s got to accept the facts of life. For the time being 
I intend putting you both on the series while you leam 
the ropes. He has the title of producer but you’ll be re¬ 
sponsible directly to me.” 

“I don’t know. This could lead to trouble.” Ed Dolan 
shook his head dubiously, 

_ “We can’t let it,” the oflier said bluntly. “I’ll have my 
girl arrange an office for you. You and Max can. use the 
same secretary.’’ 

The phone buzzed. Hensiger answered. He shook his 
head as he cradled the phone. “Excuse me a minute,” 
he told Dolan brusquely and went out of the room. 

Alone with the hum of the air-conditioner, Dolan had 
a moment for the facts to soak in.... 

The door opened and he looked around, thinking it 
would be Hensiger. But instead. Max Farrand walked into 
the office. 

stopped dead on the threshold, looking at Dolan. 
Slowly he closed the door behind him as Dolan eot to 
his feet. 

“Max! How are you, anyway?” 

“Hello Dolan.” 
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Suddenly Dolan knew this was going to be bad. He 
offered his hand but Max did not seem to see it and 
Dolan awkwardly let it drop; they stood a moment with 
the length of the room between them. 

Dolan could not remember when he had last seen his 
friend but Max had changed. He looked older th^ he 
should; his body was heavier, his shoulders settled and 
more rounded than Dolan remembered. His fine shwk 
of jet black hair had not thinned but the temples had 
gone gray; and there was a network of lines at the corners 
of the eyes and finely chiseled mouth. 

“Where’s George?” Max Farrand asked. 

“Stepped down the hall a minute*” 

The other hesitated and then came into the room* He 
pulled a chair around to a position he liked better and 
let himself into it with a movement of his heavy shoul¬ 
ders that revealed a thoroughly tired man. 

“It’s been a long time,” Dolan ventured. 

Max said abruptly, "I had a few words with George 


this morning.” 

“So he said.” ^ 

“Well, I can see now he was telling the truth.” 

There was an edge of bitterness in his voice that jarred 
a protest from Ed Dolan. "Honest to God, Max, I didn’t 
know you had anything to do with this show. 

“George said you did.” 

“Max, you don’t really think I’d try to knife you?” 

Max Farrand looked at him for a long moment; his 
lips moved on words he did not say. Finally he shrugged 
and turned away to dig up a rumpled package of cigarettes 
from the pocket of his tweed jacket. “It’s not unusual for 


this town.” , 

Staring at him, Dolan began to feel a stir of anger 
but he quelled it. He returned to his chair and watched 
Max light his cigarette and toss the paper match into 
the ash tray on the desk. “Look,” he said finally and 
brought Max’s hostile ^ance back to him. “Why can’t 
we work together? Between us, maybe we can lick the 
job. Do ourselves both some good, if we can somehow 
keep the sponsor from canceling.” 
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“What can you do when you’re handed an impossible 
format,” retorted Max Farrand shortly, “and then told it’s 
your fault because you can’t make anything out of it?” 

Dolan made an impatient gesture. “We’ll change the 
format.” ^ 

That what you told Paul Smart you meant to do'^" 
‘Well—no,” he admitted. “But I’ve got an under- 
standmg with George Hensiger.” 

“I wouldn’t count on it.” 

Ed Dolan’s eyes narrowed. Despite himself he felt a 
cold warmng touch of premonition. “What do you mean?” 

Mm pursed his lips as he studied the glowing end of 
ms cigarette. "Surely you realize that our friend, Mr. 
Hensiger, is basicaUy very frightened and insecure. When 

he gets upset, he listens to advice from anybody at all^_ 

except from the men who happen to work for him. Last 
night m a bar he heard what you had to say and it sound- 
M impressive. But now that you’re on the payroll, all 

c change. He’ll pick your brains for a while, then 
he 11 find somebody 

“Like helll” Dolan was on his feet. He took a turn on 
the deep-napped carpet “Maix. I’ll level with you. I need 
this job bad. I’m going to lick it.’’(ft 
Max Farrand shrugged. He spoke from a depth of 
weary bitterness. “Go right ahead. I needed the job 
too. Given a few more weeks, I think I might even have 
been able to do the impossible.” He got heavily to his 
met. stubbed out his cigarette. “Your turn now Tell 
George when he comes in, I’ve got to start cleaning out 
my desk. He moved toward the door. 

exclaimed, taking a step after 
m. Even if they should take you off this show, they’ve 
* they re going to have another spot for you.” 

You believe that?” Max gave him a look of utter scorn 
as he swung the door open. “I hope you can believe it 
later when they tell you the same thing!” 

w:w3^?r’i ‘ j ^ minute.” As the door swung 

wide Dolan placed a hand against it. Max came about 

^at Dolan were suddenly blocked 
out by Maxs aremg fist. Dolan felt the blow; he found 
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himself thinfeing. This can’t be happening! But the next 
moment his legs refused to obey him and they were letting 
him fall. The room tilted and turned. Walls, wmdows, the 
startled face of Hensiger’s secretary at her desk in the outer 
office, spun lazily past as, in odd slow motion, he twisted 
to meet the rising floor. 

He was l 3 dog face down on the green frieze carpet, for 

a moment dazed and unable to command enough strength 
into his arms to push himself up. He heard the secretary 
exclaim, “Mr. Farrand!” but when at last he could lever 
himself into a sitting position. Max was gone. 

Dolan’s face was bursting with a dull, throbbing pam. 
‘‘Why, you’re bleeding!” the girl’s voice cried. He put a 
hand to his nose and then looked vaguely at his fingers. 
A box of Kleenex was being thrust at him. Still dazed, 
he took a couple. Then George Hensiger strode briskly 
into the office and halted dead on the threshold, staring 
at Ed Dolan on the floor and at the frightened girl bend¬ 
ing over him. 

“What in heaven’s name are you doing?" 

“I think I’m bleeding on your carpet,” Dolan told him. 

“It was Mr. Farrand!” the girl explaned in shocked 
tones. “I was at my desk when the door opened. Just as I 
looked up I saw him hit Mr. Dolan and then he walked 
out.” 

Hensiger said grimly, “Go call him back.” 

“No!” Dolan hooked a hand on a comer of the desk 
and hauled himself up. He leaned against it, Kleenex stiU 
pressed to his bleeding nose. “Let it go. It was nothing.” 

George Hensiger looked bleakly dubious. “These self- 
styled geniuses think they can get away with anything,” 
he muttered but he motioned the girl back to her desk. 
“Think he broke your nose?” he asked Dolan. 

Dolan shook his head. “It’s not swelling any.” 

“You’d better go down the hall and wash up." 

“Yeah. Guess I’d better.” 

In the white-tiled washroom, cold water helped staunch 
the ebbing flow of blood and cleared his head a little. He 
was still completely amazed. There was no violence in 
Max Farrand; he was as gentle and quiet-tempered a man 
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M Ed Dolan had known in afl his years in Hollywood. 
One could only guess at the tensions and desperate fnis- 
had made Max turn on him. He thought. 
tyell, I ll have to have this out. He’s got to understand! 
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“I’ve confirmed your office,” Hensiger said. “You’ll 
share Max’s secretary. She’s been on the show from the 
beginning and you can ask her anything you need to 
know. Come along and I’ll get you settled.’’ 

The Bryant show had an office in the Directors’ Bund¬ 
ing, an antiquated, two-story structure with a sagging 
gallery, Hensiger chose the outside stairs and they went 
up along the gallery and through a door into a corridor 
that seemed gloomily dark after the bright blast of day. 

They walked past the open doors of offices, small and 
crowded with battered furniture—a sharp contrast with 
the glass and carpeting of the Adminstration Building that 
the tourists saw. Each had a blown-up photograph of its 
series star in a prominent place on the wall and a secre¬ 
tary typing letters, answering telephones, sorting mimeo¬ 
graphed script pages or idly fihng her nails while she read 
die trade papers. 

One would scarcely believe that each of these dingy 
cubicles was the heart and center of a million-doUar tele¬ 
vision scries—^the Mecca of some thirty or forty milhon 
viewers. 

The room Hensiger led Dolan to was no better and 
no worse than the others. Its air-conditioner rattled and 
roared mercilessly. Max Farrand’s secretary, a plain, dark 
girl with no figure and far too much make-up, looked up 
from the contract she was typing. She nodded to Dolan, 
showing veiled curiosity, as Hensiger introduced her as 
Gladys James. 

Hensiger indicated a connecting door. “Max in his 
office?” 

“No, sir,” she answered. “Mr. Farrand came in a minute 
ago but there was a call for him from the set. He went 
right down.” 

Hensiger considered, nodded shortly. “AH. right.” He 
opened a door on the other side of the room and Gladys 

45 
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followed them into another office furnished with a scarred 
executive desk, a phone, a swivel chair and a couple of 
empty metal bookshelves. Everything was gray with dusf 
the air was stale. ’ 

“This will be yours,” Hensiger said briskly. "Gladys 
Will you see that it’s cleaned up? And order desk supplies 
for Mr. Dolan from the stock department.” 

She promised to, and Dolan thanked her. She indicated 
the antique air-conditioner that blocked up one of the 
room’s two windows. “I don’t think that’s working,” 

“Have it checked.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

She was already at the phone, placing a call to the 
mamtenance department, when Hensiger and Dolan re¬ 
turned to the outer office. “We’ll try to get you squared 
away as soon as possible,” Hensiger said. “It’s about 
lunchtime now. Gladys will have the room dusted and 
aired out by this afternoon so you’ll at least have a place 
to sit. I’ll be in touch with you later.” 

“Sure,” said Dolan. 

Hensiger gave him one of his unaccustomed smiles and 
held out a hand. “Well,” he said with false heartiness, 
^ad to have you on the team, I know we’re gome to 
lick this thing. Good luck,” And abruptly he was gone. 

He heard Gladys hang up the phone and went out 

to her. He said, “One of the slats in the Venetian blind is 
broken.’ 


just ordered a new one." 

“Fine,” He looked at her more closely. “You’re very 
efficient, aren’t you?” ™ 

^ “J try to be.” Her smile was tentative and wary; she. 
in turn was busily sizing him up, searching out the tiny 
hints that would tell her what she was in for with this 
new boss. Her neck and arms were too thin and the con¬ 
tour of her green silk blouse were obviously not as nature 
made them. She was slightly lantern-jawed. Like all good 
^cretanes, she was resigned to merging with the furniture. 
Office help could not compete with the parade of ex¬ 
pensive beauty that passed daily through a HoUywood 
producer s office; but it had to try. 
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On the walls were enlarged photographs of Valerie 
Bryant at her professional best. There was the bulletin 
board on which typed cards, neatly thumbtacked m 
columns, showed the stages of work in progress on the 
segments of the current cycle. A bookcase in the comer 
was piled high with copies of past scripts. Dolan sai^ 
“Hensiger teUs me you’ve been on this show from the 
beginning.” 

“That’s right.” ^ 

“Well, ru be bothering you with a lot of questions. 

You’ll have to bring me up to date.” 

“TU do all I can,” she said. “After lunch there’ll be a 
W-2 for you to sign. And—oh, yes. May I have your 

address and phone number?” 

He gave them to her and indicated the stacks of muneo 
in the comer. “Please have copies of all current scripts 
placed on my shelves and tell mimeo they’re to send two 
extras in the future. And try to get me a typewriter 
if there’s such a thing as a spare one around.” 

“Yes, sir.” She made a note on her pad. Dolan glanced 
at the closed door of Max Farrand’s office. He hesitated. 

"You and Max was called to the set. Anything im¬ 
portant?” 

Her smile grew careful. “I really dont Mr. 

Cooper phoned a few minutes before he came in.” 

“What stage are we shooting on?” 

“Number seven, I think.” 

Her tone indicated quite deftly that whatever the em¬ 
ergency was, he would be presuming to think it needed 
his attention. There was no point in seeming too eager 
so he merely nodded and told her, “Have a good lunch.” 
And he walked out. 

When he emerged on the gallery, billows of heat waves 
Haticing off asphalt and stucco smashed him suffocatingly 
in the face. Smog stung his nostrils and made him remem¬ 
ber his battered nose. 

At the gallery rail he paused to orient himself. He 
looked across bungalows and projection rooms and the 
dispensary toward the huge, swollen shapes of the sound 
stages towering in rows. Yonder to his left was the jumble 
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of the back lot—one of the Western streets standing 
cheek-by-jowj with blocks of suburban homes and roof- 
less brownstones^—and beyond that the junkyard eyesore 
of old sets and props piled helter-skelter. He could see a 
Western series filming on the street in an orderly chaos 
of cables and smoking arcs and bright silver-foil re¬ 
flectors, of dress extras and overalled technicians and 
patient hitchrack horses. A buzzer honked and two men 
tumbled from the saloon and grappled in the dust. Bodies 
writhed, heads rocked to crushing blows that never really 
landed. A blank cartridge cracked flatly. Then the buzzer 
announced the end of the take. The fighters picked them¬ 
selves up, conferred with the director and went back into 
the saJooii to try the scene again. 

In all this make-believe, Ed Dolan found a heady ex¬ 
citement—even now, after all the thousands of feet of 
^ and the hundreds of hours spent in projection rooms. 
Even now, a studio was the most stimulating place he 
knew* 

He headed for stage Number Seven, 

_ Arrows and numbers painted on the comers of build- 
mgs pointed him to it. The wigwag signal was still and the 
red light was not flashing; Dolan hauled open the massive 
door and let it swing ponderously to behind him, shutting 
away the sun and enclosing him in the hushed darkness of 
mis other, unreal world. 

All the stages on the Premium lot were old, built in the 
Twenties and adapted for talking pictures by rough-and- 
ready soundproofing fastened to the walls with chicken 
wire. The floor crawled with cables. Ed Dolan stepped 
over them and picked his way through a clutter of flats 
and furniture abandoned from sets already used in the 
shooting of this segment. The last still stood in a bath of 
hght at the far end of a cavernous darkness. It was a small 
one, three walls and no roof, that represented an executive 
office high in a New York skyscraper with the skyline and 
the peak of the Empire State Building showing on a pano¬ 
rama behind a glassless window. In a feature picture this 
would have been a massive layout with paneling and a 
half dozen doors and acres of carpeting. In television. 
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where every dollar overspent was a subject of frantic phone 
calls and inter-office memos, simplicity was the keynote, 
A director counted himself lucky if he was given some¬ 
thing he could shoot from more than one angle. 

Just now the unit appeared to be in a state of suspended 
animation. Technicians and extras stood motionless, sil¬ 
houetted against the lights. They might have been watch¬ 
ing a rehearsal. Walking up, Dolan could hear Val 
Bryant’s voice pitched high and carrying that wild edge of 
hysteria that always marked her dramatic scenes and 
which made certain unthinking persons accept her as an 
authentic actress. 

But then he saw the man who answered her and it 
was no actor. It was Arch Cooper, the series’ director, and 
the scene he and Val were playing was nothing from the 
script. They stood shouting at each other, blazing with 
anger and seemingly oblivious of the forty-odd people 
looking on. To one side, half-leaning against the big 
executive desk, Max Farrand stood under the lights with 
his arms folded and head dropped forward, a look of 
distress on his fine, homely face; he was listening patiently, 
not interfering, staring morosely at the chalk marks on 
the floor. 

Dolan halted, out in the darkness, to watch the argu¬ 
ment 

It did not take him long to get the drift of it. Apparently 
Val Bryant did not like the way Cooper intended filming 
the crucial sequence of the picture. It was the big scene 
in which Nancy Gale, the heiress Val played in the series, 
confronted a girl in her employ who had been caught 
in an apparent embezzlement. And Val appeared to have 
built it up in her mind that she was being made the victim 
of a conspiracy. 

"‘You want to take the whole goddam scene away from 
me and throw it to that little bitch!” she told Cooper 
through Lips that trembled with fury. She flung a hand 
toward the other actress, a well-built blonde named June 
Sawyer who had been getting a lot of good parts in recent 
months and was on her way up in television. Not waiting 
for an answer, Val whirled toward Max Farrand. “You’re 
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supposed to be the producer. Are you going to stand 
there and let them walk all over me?” 

Max seemed to pull himself together with an effort. He 
shook his head as though to clear it as he said in a tired 
voice, "You’re just upsetting yourself over nothing.” 

“You call it nothing? When he insists on shooting me 
from the wrong profile?” 

Arch Cooper flung his hands in the air. “For God’s 
sake, Vail” he cried. “There’s nothing I can do. That’s 
how the set’s built.” For the first time he seemed aware 
of the blazing spots pouring down on the set, eating up 
money. ^ Better save those lights,” he called wearily. 

Out in the darkness an assistant director took up the 
cry: “Kill ’em!” The big standing lamps went out. On 
the catwalk above the set an electrician put down his 
newspaper and moved about, flicking off the clusters of 
baby spots. The relief in temperature was immediate. 

“We’U be working on golden time, the way this is 
going. ’ Arch Cooper groaned. "Val! Honey! When you’re 
behind the desk and June comes in the door, there’s 
only one angle the camera can get you from.” 

“piat’s not my fault,” she retorted. “All I know is, 
3mu’re not going to have me sitting there like a hag while 
this cheap bitch walks off with my scene.” 

June Sawyer flared. “Call me that just one more time, 
they’ll take you out of here on a stretcher!” 

Arch Cooper turned and threw her an exasperated look. 
Stay out of it, June.” Arch was a tall, spare man the 
type who never looks quite right after he loses his hair— 
and he had gone bald early. When he was shooting, he 
always wore slacks and suede shoes and a black leather 
jacket, even under the blazing sun of location. He ran a 
palm across his sweating scalp and asked Val sharply, 
What do I have to do? Draw you a diagram?” 

Max Farrand spoke up then with a tired patience that 
suddenly dawned on Ed Dolan with a stabbing pang of 
pity. "There are twelve pages to be got in the can today or 
the whole schedule’s shot. Arch knows what he’s doing. So 

ahead with the scene?” 

^at s exactly my trouble,” Val answered through 
set bps. I’ve been trusting too many people around here 
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—and I know where it’s getting me. Starting right now, I 
look after myself!” 

Dolan thought Arch Cooper was going to strike her. 
“Maybe you want us to find out if the production depart¬ 
ment will tear the set down and rebuild it to suit your 
goddam precious profile?” 

“Why not?” she flared back. “I’ve got plenty of time.” 

This was what it came to. This was what time and a com¬ 
petitive industry could do to two human beings who had 
once been lovers. But that was ten years ago when Val 
was a nobody and Cooper was already a successful direc¬ 
tor, urging the producer of a picture he was working on to 
give his mistress a break. 

For Val that was before stardom, before television, be¬ 
fore a couple of brief and senseless marriages^—and before 
Paul Smart. 

It struck Dolan that it was like old home week, watching 
Arch and Val and Max Farrand all together on a set. Only 
one thing was lacking to turn the scene into a duplication of 
those at Regency Pictures ten years before. With a wry 
half-smile, he sauntered forward to complete the picture. 

As he came onto the set, everyone turned to look at him. 
He saw Max stiffen and Val catch her breath. “Good morn¬ 
ing,” he said to her and then turned to Arch Cooper. 
“Morning, Arch.” 

The director frowned. “Well. Hello, Dolan. Something 
you want? We’re busy.” 

“So I notice,” Dolan said pleasantly. “As it happens, 
I’m sort of in on this. I just went to work on the series.” 

“You did what?” 

Blankly Cooper turned for confirmation to Max Far¬ 
rand. After the briefest of pauses, the latter nodded reluc¬ 
tantly. “It’s true.” 

Val was the first to recover. “Well! This is news,” she 
cried innocently. “Why, it’s just like my first picture. Re¬ 
member?” And suddenly with a dazzling smile, she rose on 
tiptoes, threw her arms around his neck and kissed him on 
the cheek. “All four of us together again!” The touch of 
her went through him like a 220-current. God! what was 
she trying to do? 

“A coincidence, sure enough,” he agreed with an irony 
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he was sure she caught and he returned the kiss, pulling 
her body dose to his for a delicious instant. Then, an arm 
around her, he turned and looked at the others. “Little 
trouble here about a camera angle?” 

“It’s not quite that simple,” Max told him curtly. 

Arch Cooper, who had never lost any love on Ed Dolan, 
gave Max a cold smile. “Ed seems to rhink it is.” 

“I’d say it is veiy simple,” Dolan agreed blandly. “It 
came to me as I was standing out there listening, Sounds 
as though you’re trying to set this up as a two-shot.” 

“That’s wrong?” Arch snapped back. 

In this case. With a desk in between—and one of them 
sitting down~you can’t possibly get tight enough for either 
of their faces to show up on a seventeen-inch tube.” 

Max said, scowling, “I suppose you’re going to suggest 
we play the whole sequence in close-ups? It won’t work.” 

“Maybe on ‘Dragnet,’ ” Arch Cooper agreed doggedly, 

out not for us. It’s a question and answer scene. AH the 
lines are short. We’d be cutting back and forth so fast it 
would make you dizzy.” 

Dolan was not perturbed. He was hot and he knew it; 
he was talking off the top of his head^ scarcely thinking of 
what he was going to say next but with the ^orious feeling 
of ^power that comes with knowing you can’t be thrown. 

“Break it up with reverses,” he said. “As long as we 
can see even the back of the speaker’s head, it will do to 
hold attention. In fact. I’ll tell you something,” he went on 
warming to his theme. “Just to be different—as soon as 
youve got Sawyer into the room, get your master shot 
down across her shoulder and onto Val at the desk. Make 
It as sharp an angle as you can—almost an applebox. And 
keep It there. If the set’s shallow, you can tack one more 

onto the end of the wall behind Val to give you some¬ 
thing to shoot against. And you’ll get away from that bad 
profile.” 

Dolan looked at Max and saw him scowling stubborn- 
iy but Val was nodding agreement. She turned eagerly to 
Cooper. ‘^You know, I think Ed has it licked.” 

‘‘You would!” June Sawyer comiuented firmly, **No- 
Dody s gomg to see my face at all.” 

“We’ll see you.” Dolan assured her, “on your most 
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important lines—in a great big close-up. Bat wbh this 
kind of scene, the important thing is the effect 
swers have on the person asking the ^ 

right?” he asked, turning to Arch for conh^ti ; 

The director hesitated. He looked at Val ’ _ 

do it his way, wiU you quit fussing and go ahead with the 

think it’s greatl” she assured him. “It should play 

^^oSpCT spread his hands in a relieved gesture, “^n 
it’s settled as far as I’m concerned. What do y^Jf ^y» 

“You’re the director,” Max said shortly. ‘ All I m con¬ 
cerned about is meeting air dates.” But Dolan, looking J 
the man suddenly knew what Max was leaving “"said. 
Max id be seeing this as a defeat, another deliberate 
move to undermine him. And, sensing this, Dolan felt a 

stirring of resentment. i j 

He thought, The guy needs help. He ought to be glad to 

get it, no matter where it comes from. 

“Vrtiat’s the time!” Arch Cooper asked. 

The assistant director looked at his wnst watch. 

“Twelve-thirty.” j , ,„ii 

“We’ll go to lunch. Be back in an hour, ready to roll. 

And for Christ’s sake, no more arguments!” 

“One-thirty sharp,” the assistant yeUed. And with that, 

everyone dispersed. , i 

Dolan thought he saw Val looking at him spectulaUvely; 
deliberately he turned away. She owed him an explanation. 
No woman had a right to run hot and then cold that way— 
and if she thought he was going to turn himsdf into a 
matter of convenience just to suit her amorous whims, she 
had another thought coming. Val Bryant would learn he 
meant business before he was finished with her! 



5 


ih/'i’.™!?a™* as the compae; strasM off 

the S ?'>' “">■ OUKhifSfore 

S S SS” 


“Don’t you and Val hit it 


Dolan looked at him closely, 
off the way you used to?” 

He thought the other man colored slightly; aU but a few 
work hghts had been killed by the departing electricians 
Md It was too dim to be sure. But he saw clearly enough 
&e scowl that drew at Cooper’s thin-lipped mouth and 
flooded his eyes. 


bitch! You saw for yourself, didn’t you? We fight 
like wildcats. It’s getting so I can’t do a damn thing with 
her.” Cooper shrugged and swung away. He picked up a 
copy of the script from the top of the desk. “I got to get 
me soinething to eat, he said grufiBy. “We’ll be workhig 
late tonight. You heading for the commissary?” 

“Later. Something I have to do first.” 


“See you, then.” But Arch Cooper stiU hesitated, frown¬ 
ing thoughtfully at Dolan. He said grudgingly, “I could be 
wrong but it may be a good thing for this show you’re 
with it. Certainly couldn’t be any worse!” 

He walked away through the shadows toward the blast 
of sunlight where someone had left the heavy door propped 
open. Everyone else had left. Dolan, alone in the big build¬ 
ing, staring thoughtfully after the director. He wondered if 
he were right about the man and suddenly decided he was. 

There was more here than just friction between a 
director and a temperamental actress. Dolan had never 
heard who broke up the affair between Arch Cooper and 
the girl he had first put before the cameras and started on 
her way to stardom. He had never thought much about it, 
not caring. But he had a sudden, strong hunch that even 
now—now when she was his employer’s mistress—^Arch 
was still a long, long way from getting over Val Bryant_ 
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Deep in thought, his head down, he had nearly reached 
the commissary when he heard her call. 

toe of his^^oe, before he turned and raised his eyes. Pl^ 
it cool, he thought. Just don’t get rattled like some foo 

^'afeivant, behind the wheel of the convertible, reached 
over to open the door on his side. She had ^^'““Sed from 
the tailored suit of heiress Nancy Gale '“W 
sundress, and he saw the deep shadows between her 

"■^d missed you.” She sttaiyhmued 

“^•■Is this another pick-up?” He made no move to get in. 
“After last night, I’m swearing off, Val.” He shut the oo 
and saw her hands ti^ten on the steering wheel. 

-ZX. high.," she said defensLel, “1 don’t ku« 
why I even speak to you. That never should have hap¬ 
pened and you know it. We’d been dnnking and— 
“Cut it'” he snapped. “Drinks or no drinks, you were 
in it just as deep as I was.” He saw her bepn to flush and 
dug in deeper. “Don’t try to h^d me that old hne. It 
went out when you were sixteen! ’ 

“If you want to think it’s a line, okay. Think it as far 
as I care* But we’re both in the same boat now. You re 
right in the thick of this series—and you can hardly afiord 
to brush me off!” 

“Okay, I guess I ought to be sorry, he atoitted, but 
I’m not; and if I were, wouldn’t you count it an msult 
She tossed her head, a slight smile 
comers of her mouth. Vanity, thy name is Val Bryant, 
he thought. What the hell did he see in her 
those measurements of hers? Looking^ down at &e soft 
shoulders, the dimple at the back of her upper a™-Jc 
tried to recall the mood of last mght, the unexpect^ 
passion that had been aroused m him by tbs wo""®” ^ 
had thought he neither liked or respected. H«e “broad 
daylight, on the blistering company street, that “loment 
on^the couch with the sea poundmg outside seemed eons 
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away-something that had happened to some other man 

ana woman. 

hJ^ff * will now. I don’t give a damn about the show 
itselt. To me its just an open door into the studio. Sure 

if it*!r “’s not already past saving. But 

IT It dies under me, I won*t go down with hr 

And you think I will.” He saw her mouth harden “I 
also remember your saying your wouldn’t touch this job 
If It meant cutting good old Max Farrand’s throat. What 
kind of maudlin garbage is that? How long do you think 
else!’^^“ yourself? You don’t foof anybody 

it looks,” he said sharply. “That’s 

h^wmif h^e’H*W understand right now but 

lie wiU. If he d let me near him, I could clear it.” 

Excuses, just lame excuses'” she flung at him. “I 
don t blame Max; neither does anybody else If you think 

■'""8® ' “Hid tell you about th^erics 
and the whole studio set-up, things that would help all of 

us—^you and Max and me—and I was_” ^ 

"Now wait," he protested. "I’m not against—” 

™ ~®oout to suggest we drive somewhere off the lot. 

I^rby or someplace, and have some lunch and 
talk it over. But obviously you wouldn’t be interested ” 

She reached for the key. Before she could turn it 
Mother car pulled abreast of them and halted. It was a 
Dig car, a foreign job with a liveried chauffeur at the wheel 
As It purred silently beside the convertible. Paul Smart 

to He spoke across Val Biyant 

to Dolan standing on the curb. '' 

, picture of that 

t I for screening. I’ve ordered a run at two 
o clock. I want us all to sit down and take a look.” 

there o clock,” Dolan repeated and nodded. ‘TD be 

all. Smart drew back from the window and 

the ! un, drawing a respectful salute from 

tthSnnT’’’ tl ®tyant said in a 
tight and trembimg voice, “Did you see her?” 
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Dolan had had a mere glimpse of a white face and a 
bare arm beside Paul Smart in the tonneau of the long, 
black car. “That was his wife?” he asked. 

SokTd sharply at Val Bryant. She was clutching the 
wheel with both hands until they were white across the 
TnSkles. He had never seen such angry hurt on anyone s 
face “You saw how he cut me dead? He looked nght 
through me, like I wasn’t even alive! I* 
feel asbig as God to sit there and know she has hun under 

**^D^lan found himself shaking his head in disbelief. “I d 
say Paul Smart can wiggle out from under any thumb 

**^‘^ 0 ° hersl I told you there was more to this than you 

^She^^tched on the engine. With *hat Dolan reached 
his decision. Opening the door, he slid m beside her. All 
r said W. “I’” hooked. Where did you want 

to talk? The Derby?” _ . j * „ 

Her face was pale under the make-up; her hands trem¬ 
bled on the wheel. “I’ve changed my mind. 1 m m no 
mood to be stared at.” 

“The commissary then?” , 

She shook her head. “Let’s ^ to my dressing room. We 

can order something sent in,” 

He had no objection. She kicked the car into Me and 
made a cramped U-tum in the narrow street... 


“All I ever knew about Paul Smart,” Ed Dolan said, 
swirling the ice in the bottom of his glass, “was &at e 
came out here from the East a few years ago as fte fair- 
haired boy of live television—the first man m New York_ 
see that HoUywood and film were due to 
came out and made the first senes. He mailed P. J. Gle 
non’s daughter; not long after, P. J. had the good sense to 
die and let Smart take over as the head of Premium. An 
he proceeded to build this studio from a^ond-ratc 
moide lot to one of the giants of 

half a dozen men in the industry who have the contro 
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5s ">“■» “J'aW Ot 

1^. s <l.„|h«r. makes her a kiad of son-ot-a^Sherta 

She shru^ed and accepted the steaming coffee in the 

Me ZT'^ commL“ bw at 

ok her head at the sandwich he offered her Dolan 

he Jit a cigarette as 

foiSlle!!^,'^ T' PlaaaaaUy com- 

tortablc^ne of a row of small suites assigned bv the 

w“ da“k'lr 

re dark green, the furniture maple upholstered in a 
A <loor led <0 die warimSi” 
Metal Venetian blinds shut out the glare of day and the 
ir^ndmoning functioned without a sound ^ 

wav^of strictly business—her 

way Ot boying a genius for the family,” 

^ And instead, he fooled them all by taking over?” 

She never forgave him that! None of them have He*s 

making thme Glennons more money th^ S^ey'“tr 

oundenng down there somewhere between Republic and 
Monogram. But he’s too intellectual for them They fcel 
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‘‘Claude Glennon.” Dolan nodded. “I know about him. 
A high-grade moron/’ 

‘‘First thing Paul did was give him a boot. Now he has 
a recording company and is mixed up in some kind of a 
resort hotel deal in Palm Springs. But what he’s really 
itching for is a chance to get back in and take P* J/s 
place/’ 

“The stockholders might have something to say about 
that/’ 

“Among them the Gleimons either own or control a 
majority of the voting stock in this company. And they 
stand together. So far they’ve thwarted every attempt of 
Paul’s to pull a raid and get a controlling interest so he 
could protect himself from being thrown out at a moment’s 
notice. They can have his head any time it really suits 
them. And he knows it. It’s a club they hold over him/’ 

The pieces were clicking into place. “1 take it his dear 
wife is the club wielder for the outfit?” 

“You begin to get the idea. And now she’s starting after 
me! They want my show to fold so they can close me off 
the lot* It’s another way of hitting at Paul.” Val’s mouth 
twisted. *'You wondered about the party last night. Well, 
you were right! Sure, I was supposed to be there. But at 
the last minute she served notice she wouldn’t have me 
on the place. She made Paul tell me so himself. Oh, God 
damn her!” 

Dolan’s eyebrow lifted. He observed dryly, “Wives have 
always had a tendency to be jealous of thek husband’s 
mistresses, if only for the sake of appearances.” 

“She has nothing to be jealous of. She never loved him.” 

He asked flatly, “Do you?” 

The woman’s eyes blazed and then looked hurt. “That’s 
not a fair question!” 

“Isn’t it? I’m just puzzled to know if a woman could 
really work up a passion over a human calculating 
machine.” 

“He’s been good to me. I admire him, Ed.” 

“Arch Cooper was good to you. Were you in love with 
Arch? And those two guys you married? Or did you only 
admire them too—^as long as it served your purpose?” 
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“Whyj you bastard! Maybe I have made a mess out of 
my life—but I suppose you never made any mistakes*” 

Her mouth was trembling. As he stood looking down 
at her, he was suddenly aware of the unnatural shining 
of her eyes; he realized he was looking at tears and all 
at once he felt a touch of remorse, 

“You’ve got me there, Val,” he said gruffly* “You know 
me, I was the guy from the Bronx who’d never had 
anything but ambition and some ideas of what he wanted 
if he could ever afford it* Dreams, if you’d call them that. 
So i got a foot on the ladder and I bought me one of 
those dreams—^the most beautiful woman I could per¬ 
suade to marry me. I think you know her: Connie 
Pressman*” 

“The model?” She frowned, “I do seem to remember 
hearing you’d picked up with her somewhere along the 
line. But—didn’t you tell me last night you’d been 
divorced?” 

Dolan nodded bleakly, “My dream turned out to be a 
tramp. And since Vm rid of her. I’m only beginning to 
realize how expensive a dream she was—and how much 
she’s still costing me. Right now she has me only a couple 
of jumps ahead of the sheriff. So, if I’ve been going 
after you pretty hard, maybe it’s because IVe taken a lot 
of riding on this.” 

She laughed shortly and set aside the coffee container 
barely touched. “I have every confidence in you, Ed. 
Youll land on your feet—even if the Glennons get Paufs 
scalp.” 

“Smart’s going to land on his feet, too. So what have 
you got to lose—supposing the show does fail?” 

She shook her head impatiently, “You don’t under¬ 
stand, Ed. Being a successful man, he values success* Fve 
got to stay successful to hold him. When I’m no longer 
a star, he’ll begin to see me as just someone who’s getting 
old, someone not worth the risk of fighting his wife’s 
family for * .. Oh, Ed!” Her eyes went to the mirror on 
the opposite wall. As though drawn by It, she rose and he 
watched her cross the room to gaze at her own reflection. 
She ran a hand through her dark hair; all at once her shoul¬ 
ders were shaking. 
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“It isn’t fair!” she cried. “A man has so many weapons 
to fight with. A woman has nothing but youth and her 
looks. Why does she have to lose them so fast?” 

Dolan decided to let her get it out of her system. 

“I was hateful on the set this morning ” she went on 
while he watched her speculatively through tlie film of 
smoke from his cigarette. “I couldn’t help it. I drink too 
much and I can’t help that either.” The touch of hysteria 
was in her voice again. “Ed, Fm scared. Really scared!” 

He could have said a number of things then. He could 
have reminded her. There's Arch Cooper, still carrying the 
torch for you. He doesn't think you're getting old. And 
Paul Smart's jealous enough to have you spied on ... 

He could have told her of last night’s aftermath—of the 
emotions she had aroused in him that he hated and did 
not want and would never find easy to get rid of. But she 
needed more than words to pull her out of her present 
mood so he said none of these things. Instead, deliberately 
he stubbed out his cigarette in an ashtray and walked 
over to her. With her head bowed, she was unaware of 
him until she felt his hands on her bare shoulders. At 
his touch, a shudder ripped through her body and she 
gasped for breath. He turned her toward him. 

Last night she had fought him until the last passionate 
moments. Today she was a woman needing assurance; 
and when Dolan drew her roughly to him, she responded 
with complete abandon. Slipping the straps of her sundress 
off her shoulders, he could feel her breasts lift to his touch 
and when he put his face against her throat, she trembled 
and clutched at him convulsively. Then they were on the 
couch and she was lifting her body so he could get at the 
zipper of her skirt. 

This time there were no violent preliminaries. Dolan 
rode it out and she was with him in every dip and curve 
of their private toboggan ride. Afterward he lay beside 
her on the narrow couch, spent—more depleted than he 
could recall since adolescence, back somewhere in the 
mists of ancient history. 

He raised himself on an elbow and looked at the body 
of this woman who was so afraid that age had had its 
way with her. She had the breasts of a girl ten years 
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younger and her belly was still perfect. Dolan placed a 
hand on it and the white legs stirred under the caress. 

“How was that?” Val asked in the arch tone of a 
purring cat, her eyes closed, 

“Why did it take us so long to get together?” he said 
hoarsely. 

She opened her eyes. Something she saw in his face 
made her instantly serious. “Who said we had?” She 
raised up on her elbows to a position that lifted her full 
breasts. “Look,” she said soberly, “don’t let this go to 
your head. I don’t know why I let you do it, I really don’t. 
I guess I needed it—for morale, maybe. But it doesn’t 
change anything about us.” 

Ed Dolan took a long breath. “It’s too late to say 
that. As far as I’m concerned, it changes everything.” 

“No!” He started to slide his arms around her again 
but she put a hand against his bare chest, shaking her 
head. “I wouldn’t lie to you. This is better, I guess, than 
having our knives out for one another—but it has gone 
as far as it will go. And it will never go this far again.” 

“Because you’re Paul Smart’s girl?” Dolan’s voice was 
brittle. “That can change.” 

“Not for me, A woman knows these things, Ed. Of 
course, if the day came when Paul didn’t want me any 
more—but then you wouldn’t want me either. Not on 
those terms.” 

He might have said, in a complete and helpless loss 
of pride. Even on those terms! But the telephone rang 
and saved him. Dolan picked it up from the table at the 
end of the couch, handed it to her. “Yes?” she answered. 
And after a moment, “Well, what time is it now? Oh, 
my God!” 

She dropped the receiver with a bang as she leaped 
to her feet. “They’re looking for me on the set!” She 
gathered up her clothes and the washroom door had shut 
behind her by the time Dolan levered himself from the 
couch. 

When she came out again, make-up renewed and ready 
to leave, Dolan was standing at the window, dressed and 
smoking another cigarette. He turned and silently watched 
her gather her bag and car keys. He knew the roil of 



63 


THE LOVE GODDESS 

emotions must still show plainly in his face for Val stopped 
and touched his cheek. She said in a tone of kindness 
he would never have expected to hear from this woman: 
“I meant what I told you, Ed. You’ll have to forget it. 
But_at least now we can be friends, can’t we? After all 

this time?” , ^ jj i t. 

Dolan slowly nodded. “Sure. Why not?” Suddenly he 

felt as friendly as a bull with a red flag waving before 
tiis eyes. 

She kissed him swiftly and was gone. He looked through 
the Venetian blinds as she went out to the car, got m 
and drove away. 

Aloud he said, “That ties it!” 

Yon would have thought he had enou^ probienis 

without letting himself get emotionally entangled with a 
woman he wasn’t even sure he liked ... and Paul Smart s 
mistress at that! Yet what he had just had from Val 
Bryant had not even blunted the edge of his desire for 
her. If anything, it had only confirmed and made it worse. 

Well, he had started the flywheel spinning and he 
would have to hang on until it ran out its dizzy course. 
It promised to be quite a trip! 
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The^ liveried chauffeur handled the foreign make with 
precision and practiced ease, expertly maneuvering the 
steep and twisting lanes of Bel Air where mansions are 
hidden from each other behind stone walls and banks 
of ice plant and ivy, and eveiy stray cat is a Siamese. In 
the back Paul Smart and his wife kept the full width of 
the seat between them, maintaining a stony silence that 
had gone unbroken since the moment she countennanded 
his instructions that they be driven to the Tail o’ the 
. Cock, by ordering that they be taken home instead. 

I' When they turned in between massive stone pillars 
andl followed the curved drive to the door of the sculp- 
turledi pile of Georgian brick, Paul Smart saw the other 
car already parked there and he stiffened, his mouth 
settling in hard lines as he looked at his wife. He had 
instantly recognized the yellow Lincoln Continental and 
he said, “Now it begins to make sense. You’ve set some¬ 
thing up, haven’t you?” 

She made no answer but sat, pale and blonde and icy, 
and waited for the chauffeur to come around and open 
the door for her. 

Smart let his wife lead the way into the huge living 
room, decorated in stark off-white and black and so 
large that two massive sofas on each side of the fire¬ 
place looked not much larger than wing chairs. Above 
the mantel a portrait in oils dominated the room—Gloria 
Smart, larger than life, gowned in severe black that set 
forth her icily perfect, classic features. It was a picture 
to match the scene, completely cool and completely with¬ 
out a spark of passion. 

The owner of the yellow Lincoln stood on the cold 
hearth, hands clasped behind his back as he studied the 
^rtrait^—^not that he had never seen it before. He was 
Gloria’s uncle Claude, the current head of the Glennon 
clan. Hard blue eyes peered at Smart through the smoke 
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as the cigar holder bobbed in a comer of his mouth. 1 ve 
been waiting,” he said crisply. 

“That’s obvious.” Smart took a cigarette from a box on 
a table by one of the sofas, lit it with a massive silver 
lighter. “How’s the recording business?” Getting no an¬ 
swer, he dropped comfortably onto the sofa, crossed his 
legs and looked from Qaude Gleanon to his wife and 
back again. “Well,” he said. “I’ve got a fuU afternoon and 
an empty stomach. Whatever it is you two have been 
working up for me, let’s get it over with." 

Gloria watched her uncle, waiting for him to pick up 
the thread. She was aloof and distant as if all this had no 
interest for her. Gleanon flipped a speck of ash from his 
lapel and spoke around the cigar holder. “Glory tells me 
it was quite a little party you had last night. 

“We had a few friends in,” Smart agreed. “Sorry you 

couldn’t make it.” 

“I only wish I could have—” the older man s voice 
boomed, suddenly crisp, “so we could have had this out 

right then!” . . t ■, 

“You’re here now—and I’m listenmg. But make it 

brief.” . , , 

“All right Brief it is.” Qaude Glennon straightened to 
as much height as he had. “You must have really outdone 
yourself last night. Made a scene in front of some of the 
most important people in the business—a scene thats 
probably being talked about all over town this very 

minute.” . , , j 

Paul Smart’s hands clenched and then slowly opened 
again. His stare met the other man’s in cold and unwaver¬ 
ing dislike. Then he looked at his wife. He said, ‘Tve 
heard enough. Get him out!” 

Glennon’s ruddy face darkened; the purple tracing of 
ruptured blood vessels showed black against his cheeks. 
“You’ll wait till I’m done before you start ordering me out 
of this house.” The cigar had gone out; irritably he pulled 
it from the holder and tossed it at the fireplace but it 
rolled onto the white wall-to-wall carpet and he let it lie 

“Maybe you think I can’t break that fat neck and kick 

you off the place!” 
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“But you won't,” Glennon said confidently. Just the 
same, he moved a cautious step or two away until his 
shoulders were against the mantel, after which he reached 
into a breast pocket and drew out a sheaf of folded pa¬ 
pers. “Since you play it rough—here are some fig¬ 
ures that tell just what’s what with the Bryant show. 
I’m sure the Board is going to find them a real eye-open¬ 
er.” He peeled off a sheet of onionskin. “Care to look at 
a carbon?” 

Deliberately, Paul Smart stubbed out his cigarette and 
took the paper. As he ran his eye over it, there was a 
dead stillness broken only by the faint hum of a servant 
vacuuming somewhere in the dim recesses of the big 
house. “I don’t know who your spy is,” Smart said fi¬ 
nally. "FU find out and get rid of him. But he hasn’t given 
you a damned thing that isn’t already right in the books.” 

“Still, you admit the figures are correct?” 

Of course. And what of it?” Smart tossed the paper 
down; it skimmed and settled on the thick carpet at 
Glennon’s feet. “Yon act as if this were the only show that 
ever ran into trouble.” 

“It ran into trouble in its first season,” Claude Gletmon 
pointed out. It was evident that he was now beginning 
to enjoy himself. “The sponsor knew he had a dog and 
wanted to chop it off then but somehow or other you 
managed to talk him out of it. You threw the whole name 
and prestige of the studio behind your personal guarantee 
that the series would make it in the second year and the 
ratings would improve. Instead, the damned thing has 
dropped right to the cellar. Meanwhile, here are the fie- 
ures!” 

He slapped the papers with the back of a stubby, pink- 
nailed hand. “The money you’ve laid out trying to keep 
that show alive—^money for costuming and sets, for 
rewriting and overtime. Twenty thousand over the budget 
on every episode you’ve put in the can during this second 
year. And with all that, four of the twenty-six turned out 
too stinking lousy to be released. You quietly laid them 
on the shelf and we’ve got to eat theml” 

From the wing chair where she had seated herself, 
Gloria said, “He put a new man on the show this morning. 
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Somebody named Dolan. Associate producer at six hun¬ 
dred a week.” 

Glermon snapped this up gleefully. ^‘Another six hun¬ 
dred a week down the drain. It figures^ aU right.” 

Face and voice expressionless, Paul Smart said, “You 
finished?” 

“Not quite.” Glennon refolded the papers and stuffed 
them into his pocket. “As if you didn’t know, we*re not 
only losing on a series that never should have gone past 
the first season—but because of this, we’re about to drop 
one of our best sponsors. Only yesterday I heard that 
they’re about to close with Four Star for a private eye 
property that’s being pitched to them as a replacement. 
And once they get out of our hands, it isn’t damned 
likely we’ll ever see them again. Not after this!” 

Paul Smart’s hands clenched at his sides. “And if I teO 
you to go to hell? That I think the series can be saved?” 

At that the older man exploded and Rung his hands 
into the air, “For the love of GodJ Has that woman lost 
your head for you completely? You were the fair-haired 
boy who was supposed to have built Premium into a 
giant. Now you seem positively bent on wrecking it,” He 
looked at his niece. “At any rate, we’ve got our answer. 
We know now what to do.” 

“I know what you think you’ll do,” Paul Smart said 
coldly. “You’ve had just one idea in that thick skull of 
yours since the day PJ. died. Now you think you’ve 
found an excuse to haul me before the Board and have 
me thrown out. But you’ve made one mistake.” 

He was pacing forward as he spoke. Stopping directly 
in front of Glennon, he put out a lean finger and tapped 
him on the chest and a faint tremor of fear washed across 
the other’s purple-vdned face. The papers in Gleonon’s 
breast pocket crackled faintly. “You’ve shown me your 
cards before you played them. Even you should Imow 
that’s damned bad poker playing.” 

Glennon swallowed. His shoulders settled and a smile of 
confidence tilted the comers of his lips. “I don’t think 
you’re going to find the cards to top them.” 

“No?” Paul Smart stepped aside and pointed to the 
wide archway that led to the outer hall* ‘’You just go 
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away thinking that.” His voice sharpened. “And I do 
mean go away. Right now. You’ve taken up ail my time 
you’re going to!” 

“That’s all right,” Claude Glennon said. “I can wait. 
All I have to do is stand by and let you dig your own 
grave!” He stepped around Smart and traveled the wall- 
to-wall carpet, so thick that even his stocky weight made 
no sound of a footfall. But in the archway he paused. 
“You need me any more. Glory?” 

Gloria Smart shook her head without rising. “Let me 
know,” he said, and disappeared into the hall. Moments 
later the heavy front door closed solidly behind him. 

Man and wife looked at each other in silence. Re¬ 
flected light from the swimming pool, sunk deep into the 
patio beyond a pair of tall French windows, danced and 
quivered on the ceiling above their heads. 

Paul Smart said, “Well? Is that what you wanted?” 

“You made me do it You know you did. Last night 
was too much.” 

^^But why did you have to bring him into this?” 

“To quote a line from one of your own scripts,” she 
retorted, “a woman has to use what weapons she can 
find.” 

He debated an answer, then let it go. Instead, touch¬ 
ing with a toe the onionskin Claude Glennon had left 
lying on the carpet, he asked, “Who’s the spy? Who gave 
him these?*’ 

“If I knew,” she said, her chin tilting, “I wouldn’t tell 
you.” 

After a long moment, while the distant buzz of the 
vacuum cleaner made the only sound, he said, "So now 
we’re to have another one of our scenes, is that it? Then 
let me ask you this—did it ever occur to you that you 
might have tried giving me the things a man marries a 
woman for?” 

Her red lips tightened to scorn. “Don’t be absurd. You 
know why I married you.” 

“Yes.” He nodded. “I was just another merger that 
old P. J. arranged for the pod of Premium Productions 
and the Glennon family’s dividends. With his daughter for 
the purchase price!” 



69 


THE LOVE GODDESS 

“You accepted,the deal, didn’t you?” 

“I was gypped. A woman who’d give herself on those 
terms has no business calling somebody like Val Bryant 
a whore!” 

She slapped him across the face. Without an instant’s 
hesitation he returned the slap, so fiercely that she was 
staggered and had to put a hand against the chair arm to 
keep from falling. And Paul Smart turned and walked out 
of the room and out of his house into the hot daylight 
where the chauffeur dozed, waiting for him, behind the 
wheel. 
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A ROUGH cut was simply that and no more—a first, 
crude approximation of the final picture, the level of 
lifting and sound varying astonishingly with each in- 
^vidual shot and only a wavering grease-pencil line to 
indicate where the dissolves and fades began and ended. 
Later the cutting and dubbing rooms would perform 
their techmcal magic; canned sound effects would re¬ 
place the actual slamming of doors and echo of foot¬ 
falls with better ones; a musical score would smooth over 
the whole thing and pull it together. 

Everyone in the projection room, being a professional, 
made mental allowances and so was able to see the fin¬ 
ished product through the imperfect shadow presented 
here. The final shot ended abruptly, without benefit of 
the customary long fade; the screen went dark. Then 
the lights switched on, leaving them blinking at the sud¬ 
den glare. The operator’s voice came over the intercom: 
“Going to want to run any of it again, Mr. Smart?’* 
“How much time do we have?*’ 

“Got some dailies scheduled at three.** 

“Have to pass it up then.** Smart flipped off the box. 
No one else had spoken yet; it was protocol as well as 
self-protection to wait for the highest-paid official present 
to commit himself first and set the keynote, Paul Smart 
cut through the lengthening silence to ask “Who wrote 
that script?” 

“Milt Bronson, I think,” George Hensiger said, nam¬ 
ing one of a hundred or so writers who made good, five- 
figure incomes by doing piecework, indiscrimioately, for 
the many different series being packaged around town, 
“Good writer,” Hensiger added, 

“For some things,” Smart said indifferently, “An action 
show, maybe. But I don’t think he*s quite right for this. 
His dialogue isn’t smart enough to carry a sophisticated 
show like ours. Sounds flat without the gunshots.” 
Hensiger nodded sagely. “Now you point it out, Paul, 
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I can see what struck me as wrong without being able to 
quite put my finger on it. I’ll have to speak to Max. I 
really can’t imagine what made him think he could ^ put 
a cheap action writer on a production of this quality.” 

“Where is Farrand?” Smart demanded, looking around 
and for the first time seeming to notice his absence. 

Hensiger shrugged. “He appears to have given us the 
slip.” 

“Ed?” 

Now the ball had been dropped precipitately into Do¬ 
lan’s lap. He stalled a moment, deciding what he wanted 
to do with it. “You realize I’m coming in cold,” he be¬ 
gan. He caught George Hensiger’s warning look and 
shake of head. As usual, good old George wanted him 
to soft-pedal it, wait until he could clear Dolan’s ideas 
personally. And Dolan suddenly made up his mind that 
this was the last thing he intended doing. He plunged 
ahead. “But I’ve got some opinions-” 

“Good.” Paul Smart nodded while George Hensiger 
frowned, “Let’s have them,” 

“Well, I’m afraid the trouble lies deeper than the 
script,” said Dolan, ignoring Hensiger’s signals. “I don’t 
believe anything about this series. I don’t believe for a 
minute that Val Bryant has five million dollars in the 
bank or that she’s capable of running an economic em¬ 
pire. I don’t believe there’s a steel factory outside that 
office, no matter how many stock shots of open-hearth 
furnaces you show me. Until I do believe it, the whole 
thing is a preposterous hunk of soap opera as far as I’m 
concerned,” 

In the stunned silence that followed, he found himself 
thinking, Well, / guess it’s the old heave-ho again. He 
saw George Hensiger lift his shoulders and roll his eyes 
toward the ceiling, an eloquent gesture. Paul Smart’s cold 
stare rested full on him like a physical weight. The rest 
of the people in the room^—^the cutter who had put the 
film together; a man from the music department who 
was to compose a score; Smart’s secretary; Arch Cooper 
—they all looked like people who were trying to believe 
their own ears. 
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Then, as Paul Smart answered him, he doubted his 
own. 

“Supposing for the sake of the argument that you 
might be right^—and that a few million other people in 
this country are beginning to feel the same way—^what 
would you do about it?” 

Dolan took a shallow breath, “That’s what I haven’t 
studied out yet, I don’t even know if it’s possible to make 
anyone feel that a woman with five million bucks has got 
any problems worth worrying about. After all, that’s the 
basic flaw in the conception of the series.” 

Elbows propped on Ae writing table, Paul Smart was 
tapping one fist softly with the palm of the other hand; 
the glow of the shaded lamp spread upward across his 
face, casting odd shadows. Out of them, the cold eyes 
continued their appraisal of Ed Man. Then he straight¬ 
ened and placed his palms flat on the table. 

He said, “Very good, Dolan. Maybe it’s about time 
somebody gave a few thoughts to basic principles.” He 
nodded, ignoring George Hensiger who winced as though 
he had been hurt. “Get to work and keep pushing at it.” 

“Right,” Dolan said. 

“I’d like to see a memo on my desk in the morning, 
covering our discussion here and any further notions you 
may have come up with by then.” 

Can do, Paul.” Conscience made him add quickly, 
'Til check my ideas with Max and—" 

Smart shook his head. “Check them with me,” he cor¬ 
rected bluntly. “We’re in too much of a bind over this 
show to waste any more time than we have to on channels 
and chains of command. The situation is frankly desper¬ 
ate j if it weren’t, you wouldn’t have been hired. Now let’s 
see how fast you can earn your pay. That’s all for now, 
gentlemen.” To the cutter he added, “I’ll have some 
notes for you as soon as they’re typed.” 

There was a scuflSng of shoe leather and tilting of chair 
seats as the session broke up. Paul Smart strode out with 
the secretary clicking her spike heels after him, notebook 
under her arm. George Hensiger gave Dolan a stabbing 
scowl which Dolan blandly parried. Then he, too, was 
gone and Dolan followed in his own good time. 
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He brushed past au influx of men from another pro¬ 
duction company who had been waiting outside for their 
turn at the room and the dailies. In die heat he paused 
to light a cigarette and found Arch Cooper lingering for 
a word, 

‘‘Looks like you’re really in, boy/’ the director said, 
grinning, “You ought to see how Val’s behaving herself 
on the set this afteni(K>ii—like a lamb!” He patted Dolan 
on the shottlder- “Keep it up. You know, I got a few 
notions of my own about what to do with this show. 
Maybe we cpuld have lunch sometime and laJk the thing 

over.” 1 ? « T * 

“Sure,” said Dolan and watched him hurry off. It must 

be plain to everyone how the wind was blowing, Dolan 
was suddenly hot around the studio and Arch was not 
wasting any time jumping on the bandwagon, 

Dolan could not help but smile to himself a little. He 
wondered just how high his stock would be with Arch, or 
with Paul Smart for that matter, if either one of them 
knew what had been going on in Val Bryant s dressing 
room just about an hour and a half before ... 

Dolan’s new office was still unusable; when he got back 
to it, he found a repairman on his knees before the silent 
air-conditioner, tools spread around him. He shook his 
head in answer to Dolan^s question, “They ought to scU 
it for junk,” he said, “but not this crumby outfit, FU get 
it working, though I doubt it’ll be this afternoon, 
Gladys had had no word from Max and Dolan could 
see she was upset. He gathered that this was not the first 
time Max had disappeared during working hours and left 
her to cover up for him; but he did not ask how often 
it happened because he did not think she would tell 
him, Gladys was loyal to her boss and Dolan could tell 
she considered the new associate producer his enemy and 
an interloper. There was no point in pushing her. 
Meanwhile, his personal affairs needed altention. 

As he drove west through thickening afternoon traffic, 
he had a moment to evaluate the things that had been 
happening to him during the day* He was in the thick of 
something, all rights—something much more complicated 
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than simply trying to keep one more television show on 
tte air. In a situation mixed up with studio politics and 
involving Paul Smart’s relationship with his in-laws, a 
man handed Ed Dolan’s opportunity could either make 
something good for himself or blow himself right out of 
the ruiming. He rubbed the back of his neck where he 
could feel the knots of tension already beginning to form. 
And he vowed that, whatever happened this time, he 
was going to keep on playing it cool. 

Max was no babe in the woods. He knew this was a 
tough, competitive business.,.. 

It took only ten minutes with his banker, and a con- 
finning phone call to Premium Studios, to straighten out 
his overdraft and arrange a loan to last him until his 
salary started. He left the man apologetic over any “pos¬ 
sible embarrassment caused Mr. Dolan” and drove home. 
It was cooler out here, thank God, and no smog; but he 
knew he needed a drink. 

He checked his apartment first to see how the redhead 
had left it.^ It was about as he had expected—the bed 
unmade, dirty breakfast dishes in the kitchen. Dolan 
picked up the lipstick-smeared Kleenex she had left lying 
around the living room. Afterward he was fixing his drink 
when the doorbell chimed. 

He blinked as he opened the door and saw what was 
(m his threshold. It was blond, wearing an ice-blue sheath 
that gleamed with expense. The woman’s throat and arms 
were nearly as white as her gloves and bag. She gave him 
a long, cool surveya! as he was wondering if he had ever 
seen her before—and if not, why the hell he hadn’t. She 
said, “You’re Mr. Dolan?” And when he nodded: “I’m 
Gloria Smart*” 

^ Even theo it was a momeot before he made connec- 
^ons; when he did, his puzzled questions turned to bewil- 
dement* She saw this and a faint smile touched a corner 
of her red mouth. She made the slightest inclination of 
her^ sleek, golden head, “May I come in?” 

Of course. I’m sorry,” he said, angry at 
hun^lf for bis lack of poise as he hastily stepped back 
for her, “but the place is kind of a mess. The woman 
hasn t been in yet to clean.” 
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She walked in, moving with a delicate gracefulness, 
while her glance took in the living room. Ed Dolan had 
always been rather pleased with his apartment but at that 
instant he could almost see it turn shabby around him* 
The cool, blue eyes she turned on him contained an ap¬ 
praisal that he knew was not high by the standards of a 
daughter of P. J. Glennon. 

“You live alone here, Mr. Dolan?” 

He ncMlded, closing the door. 

“It looks very comfortable.” She could not have damned 
it more exactly. 

“I was just fixing a drink,” he said for lack of anything 
better. “Can I make you one?” 

“Thank you,” she said and began to strip off her gloves. 

She was seated at her ease on the couch when he 
brought her the tall glass and handed it to her. On an end 
table he saw a coffee cup he had missed, a lipstick- 
smeared cigarette butt stubbed out in the dregs; he picked 
it up quickly and put it on the bar, then leaned against 
the counter and looked at her as he sipped slowly at his 
drink. He was determined to let her pick up the ball 
and give him the clue as to what she was doing here in 
his apartment before he risked opening his mouth again, 

Gloria Smart took a few swallows and then set her glass 
on the coffee table, leaning forward with a movement that 
accentuated the ripe curve of breast and soft, bare arm. 
“I understand you’ve just started to work at Premium.” 

Dolan nodded. He could not resist saying, “I didn’t 
know though that new employees had the privilege of a 
personal call from the boss’s wife.” 

“I hear,” she said, passing that up, “that Paul expects 
big things from you.” Had she heard it from Paul? he 
wondered. Or from some spy of her own? 

“Fm pleased that he does. I feel there can be something 
pretty good from me at Premium if I can pull the Bryant 
thing out.” 

“There can be something even better,” she said. 

“How do you mean?” 

She looked at him squarely, “I mean, if the show dies 
at the end of the season. Do you understand me?” 

He hesitated. “Maybe.” 
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To gain time, he took another drag at the whiskey 
while he studied her above the rim of the glass. He under¬ 
stood perfectly, and for the first time he began to see the 
S|mt he had picked for himself—directly in the middle, 
with Paul Smart on the one hand and his jealous wife and 
the Glennons on the other. It was so dangerous it almost 
frightened him; but then, as he set down his drink, fished 
up cigarettes froin his pocket and shook one from the 
pack, sudden realization of the potential power inherent 
in the situation began to fill him with a certain exhilara¬ 
tion. 

Gloria Smart shook her head impatiently as he offered 
the cigarettes. He put one in his mouth, then took it out 
again and looked at it as he said, “Could be, of course, 
that everyone’s overestimating me. I don’t claim to be a 
genius like your husband; I’m just another guy. And may¬ 
be things have gone too far for me or for anyone else to 
save the Bryant show.” 

“But you could make absolutely certain it’s killed.” 

“You mean by sitting on my hands? Letting nature and 
the ratings take their, course?” 

“I mean by giving them a push_” 

Dolan frowned at the cigarette, put it between his lips 
Md lit it. He said shortly, through a stream of smoke. 
This is a new one! There’s a saying, in this business, to 
the effect that nobody ever yet deliberately set out to 
make a bad picture—something just happened along the 
way. But it seems to me that’s exactly what you’re asking 
me to do. If this is a joke, it’s sort of an expensive one, 
isn’t it?” 

“I think you know it isn’t a joke.” 

“Do I?” 

Her eyes flashed with exasperation; Dolan knew he 
was pushing hard but he wanted to see just how much of 
her hand she would show. The more cards she laid on 
the table, the stronger he would be. 

So he waited; and Gloria Smart rose from the couch 
and crossed the room to him, hips moving smoothly under 
Ae metallic sheen of the tight-fitting dress. She was tall 
for a woman; their eyes were nearly on a level as she 
stopped before him. She ran one hand thoughtfully over 
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the cool flesh of the other arm as she looked at him, her 
head canted slightly. 

“There’s no use pretending you don’t know about my 
husband and that Bryant woman,” she said flatly. “Why 
can’t you be as frank with me as I am with you?” 

Dolan met her look levelly for a long minute. “All 
right,” he said, “if frankness is what you want. I’m in this 
strictly to look out for myself. I know damn well I can 
write my own ticket with your husband if I can only man¬ 
age somehow to puU this show out for him. So why should 
I deliberately cut my throat with Paul Smart? Show me 
what’s in it for me or we can’t even begin to talk busi¬ 
ness.” 

“There could be a lot in it.” 

“I’m not interested in ‘could be.’ I want a sure thing.” 

“Nothing’s sure,” she told him. 

“Except that it’s always better odds to back the man 
who has what it takes. From all I’ve heard, it may be 
that you and the Glennons have Smart over a barrel just 
now—^but I’d be willing to wager you won’t keep him 
there.” 

Her eyes flickered; her lips compressed slightly. “Then 
you’re turning me down?” 

“I’m waiting for an offer. I’m waiting but I haven’t 
heard one.” 

Gloria Smart studied his face and he saw her expres¬ 
sion subtly change. Calculation and purpose came into 
her eyes and narrowed them. Then, deliberately, she 
closed the distance between them with a step. She took 
the cigarette from between his Ups, crushed it in an ash 
tray. Turning back to him, she wound her arms around 
his neck, tipped her head back and looked at him with 
taunting blue eyes* 

“We have lots to offer each other, don’t you think? We 
could make a splendid deal,” 

Moving back slightly, he put his hands on her hips, “I 
said like what?” His voice was guarded, 

“Well,” she said, “I’ve heard you’re free—and so am 
I, really. What with the studio and all, my husband is a 
very busy man. Between you and me, we ought to be 
able to take care of things nicely.” And she moved in 
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closer, her breasts brushing lightly against his chest “For 
instance, I’U guarantee, you scuttle the Bryant show and 

you can have anything your little heart desires at Pre¬ 
mium,” 

How do I know I can’t get it on my own? I told you 
my money’s on Paul Smart.” 

“Oh, don’t be a fool,” she purred. "Paul Smart is noth- 
mg wthout me. And if he wants that Biyant woman so 
much, let him have her* Who cares, an3rway?^* 

She pushed closer to him, tightening her arms around 
his neck, openly pressing against him the fullness of her 
round, inviting breasts. Then, thrusting her swaying hips 
forward beneath his hands, she began to rub back and 
forth against him like a cat. “They’ll find out they’re not 

such big-shots after all. Then you and I_” 

“Come on, now! Quit the kidding,” he barked, shoving 
her back a step and breaking her hold on him. “Where’s 
your deal? Your big offer? Sure 1 could ruin the show— 
^d a lot of people with it, too. Where would it get me? 
You going to offer me money, a pay-off? You going to 
offer me the job as head at Premium? Sister, I don’t think 
I’ll be needing you for that. I still have plenty of steam 
of my own!” 

For a second he thought she was going to slap him. 
i^ger flared her nostrils, heaved her white breasts Run¬ 
ning to the couch where she had left her purse and gloves, 
them up and turned on him hysterically, 
“You beast!” she screamed. “You aren’t even a man!” 
“Why? Just because 1 didn’t— 

“Yes, because you didn’t!” Suddenly she crossed the 
room and began to flail at him with the pocketbook. Its 
sharp carrying chain struck him full in the face, causing 
an angry red welt to streak down one cheek. 

Why, you little bitch!” he snarled, grabbing her wrists 
and forcing them behind her back. 

She struggled against him wildly, ripping his shirt when 
she lunged to bite his shoulder, her sharp-pointed shoes 
gouging his shins,^ her shrill cries rocketing through the 
room. Her hair spilled around her face and one shoulder 
of her dress slipped down; he saw the ivory flesh satin- 
. slick with tiny rivulets of perspiration. 
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In desperation he forced her over to the couch, trying 
to push her down on it; his feet tangled with hers and 
when she fell back, he tripped, falling heavily on top of 
her. Blazing with fury, he made no move to get up but 
lay where he was, panting, glaring down at her. She 
writhed under his weight, turning her head from side to 
side, her teeth clenched. 

“You’re hurting me!” she protested. “You’re hnrtmg my 

wrists 

“Let them hurt! You asked for it,” he said in a tower¬ 
ing rage. “I ought to break both of them.” 

Then, out of some far away reaches of brutality, he 
brought his lips down on hers, hard, at the same time 
bearing down with his hips. I’m no man, eh? he thought. 
Had Connie thought so, too? What did Val, despite all 
that passion, really feel? Damn them all, with their petty, 
self-centered, egotistical little urges. If that was all it meant 
to any of them, he’d let this one have it too; married to 
that calculating machine like she was, he’d give her a play 
she would remember—but good. 

Under the kiss, long and merciless, she became quiet, 
her body racked by an occasional spasm from the out¬ 
burst. Pulling one hand free, he raised his head; his fin¬ 
gers grabbed a fistful of blond hair and jerked her face 
back. The blue eyes opened, looked directly into his— 
and he found himself staring straight into the naked pit 

of desire. _ 

Deliberately, cruelly, he began a rhythmic motion of his 
hips; slowly, then more eagerly, hers responded in turn. 
She made a move to free her arras and he raised his 
body, releasing them. She ran quick, exploring fingers up 
and down his spine, then began to tog at his shirt. You 
goddam shrew. Dolan thought. You goddam evil shrew! 
and his body leaped with an involuntary shiver of disgust 
as he felt her fingertips make contact with his bare skin. 

“Now do you see?” she breathed. “You see now what 
I meant?” 

But he didn’t see; all he saw was that Gloria Smart was 
the female counterpart of her husband—^with her, a man 
was a planned commodity to be bought or sold and, with 
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her, no man would ever be allowed to forget it. Well thi*! 
was one time she would get her come-uppance all right 
His fingers Ughtened in her corn-silk hair. “I knew 
what you meant aU the time,” he growled. 

And there’ll be more times—^more times like this when 

we.,, when you and I_” 

“Shut up!” he ordered roughly. He couldn’t stand bab- 
blmg women. “Just be still.” 

And for once in her life, Gloria Smart totally submitted 
herself and all her will to a man 

When Ed Dolan finally got up from the couch, he 
moved to the nearest armchair, sat back in it, silently 
gazing at the woman as she rearranged herself. He would 
never have thought it of her. He had figured her for a solid 
(Munk of ice like all these mercenary ones usually arc. 
Then the bought struck him that maybe the thing had 
taken her by surprise, too, that maybe she had never been 
fired like this before. God! what an anti-climax that would 
make. And she did look sort of all shaken up. 

With hands that trembled, she smoothed wrinkles from 
her dress, pushed back her hair, groped for her purse, 
ihclang it up, she rose and began to make her way toward 
the bathroom. 

“Get out,” he said levelly. 

She stopped as if shot. Her knees seemed about to 
buckle. “What?” she gasped. 

I said get out,” he repeated in the same tone, not even 
mrning his head. 

_ “I don’t get it! You don’t mean that!” she cried, mov- 
mg m front of him. “Look at me and tell me you mean it.” 

I mean it,” he said ominously. 

But how could you?” Real tears suddenly gushed 
down her face. “I thought—” 

I know what you thought,” he said, rising and taking 
her by the shoulders, turning her toward the door. “I 
know all about your offer now and it’s not enough, see? 
It s not enough because you can never buy a man worth 
his salt not even with the body of a goddess and the 
money of Midas.” 

Her body sagged. She turned and looked at him—the 

hoHowest, most awful look he had ever seen on a worn- 
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an. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you now I don’t 
want to buy you, if I said I. .she faltered, went on, 

., that there needn’t be any deal. If you’ll just every so 
often ..Her voice dwindled away. 

“No, I wouldn’t believe you,” he said flatly. Funny, he 
thought, she was really pitiful but he couldn’t work up 
any sympathy for her. . . - t. 

She read the contempt in his face, shrugged his hands 
away, turned abruptly and picked up her gloves. With her 
back'to him and her bright head held tautly erect, she 
said stifiay, “I see we have both made a mistake—^but you 
made the bigger one! Goodbye, Mr. Dolan. You’re not apt 
to be employed by Premium long enough for us to meet 

again.” , 

She did not wait for him to open the door. After she 

was gone and silence settled down on the empty room, 
Ed Dolan stood as he was, leaning against the bar. Sud¬ 
denly he needed another drink and he turned to make it 
with hands he found were trembling slightly. 

He knew he had made bad enemies for himself, not 
only of Gloria Smart but of the whole tribe of Glennons. 
Certainly no woman could forgive a man for turning down 
what she had offered—and it did not matter that she had 
offered it in a way no man with any self-respect could 

accept. He cursed her coldly and furiously. 

Now he really had to do the impossible. Failing the 
job on the Bryant show could drag Paul Smart down to 
defeat along with him; and with Claude Glennon ei^ 
sconced in power at Premium Productions, he mi^t find 
himself blackballed from getting any other job in this 
tightly integrated industry- It was like trying to pick the 
winning horse, and it was a damnable spot to be in. Al¬ 
most incidentally, he knew, the fate of Val Bryant and 
Max Farrand was tangled up in whatever decision he 
made. 
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That s right, Mr. Sniart. I went and checked him out. 
Seems he’s a new man on the lot, just started working 
here today—^fellow by the name of Dolan ’’ 

"Dolan!” 

“Yes, sir. That’s the name I got.” 

A pause. “You’re sure there couldn’t be any mistake?” 

“Followed him right from her dressing room. And it 
was the same bird last night. I had a good look both times.” 

“Just a minute.” Smart put the phone down and sat for 
a moment staring blankly at it lying in front of him on 
the blotter of the big desk. Well, and why not? He re- 
memlwred now, with siidden, excruciating clarity, Dolan 
standing beside Val s car as he drove off the lot at noon 
and stopped long enough to tell him of the two o’clock 
screening. He thought, with a quick convulsion of the 
muscles around his mouth. The bastard! He was laughing 
at me! They must have gone right from there to the dress¬ 
ing room _ 

He drew a long breath and picked up the phone. “Very 
weD, O'Rourke. Good work. TU take care of this.” 

“Gonna be wanting me and Harry tonight, boss?” 

“Probably not. I’ll let you know.” 

He broke^ the connection, then rang his secretary. “Miss 
Wheeler? Find out if Val Bryant has left the lot. I want 
to be sure to see her before she does.” 

Yes, Mr. Smart. I believe the company’s still on the 
set.” 

Beyond the office windows the sun was going down 
in a copper smear of layered smog. The studio parking 
lot was a roaring hubbub of custom-built motors revving 
up for the dash through the gate, each man intent on get- 
hng away before some crisis broke again to chain him to 
his desk. Paul Smart settled to the work that was still 
piled m front of him—at least another hour of it to be 
plodded through, even with his executive’s capacity for 
juggling a dozen separate, top-level matters at once, bring- 
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ine to each the fuU weight of his attention without losing 
his over-all perspective or forgetting any essential detml. , 
Tonight, though, something had gone awry wim his 
powers of concentration. Typewritten words and figures 
blurred under his eyes as a fog of anxiety settled over nis 
usually agile mind. Echoes of the noontime scene with 
Gloria and Claude Glennon kept retummg; the faces of 
Val Bryant and Ed Dolan came between him and tne 
sentences his eyes were trying to grasp. 

A sudden stab of pain just beneath his chest gave him 
warning. With a grimace, he pressed a hand over it; 
tossing aside a report from the production department, he 
took out a paper of white pills and washed a couple ol 
them down with ice water that he poured from a carafe 
his secretary kept filled for him. God! he thought. Dont 
let the ulcer get out oj corUrol now! 

Following Ms secretary’s discreet tap, the door opened. 
The girl said, “Miss Bryant is here,” and withdrew as 
Val entered the office. Smart knew it was the state of Ms 
nerves that read a look of mockery into Miss Wmelers 
face. She was the perfect secretary and, where Val Bryant 
was concerned, she allowed herself to see nothing, to 
bear nothing and to imagine as little as possible. 

Val stood just inside the dosed door, looking at hun 
across the big room. She had changed from her costume 
into a close-fitting, beige ensemble that bore no resem¬ 
blance to the suits she wore as Nancy Gale. Her expres¬ 
sion was worried as she said, “Paul! Are you feeling all 
right? You don’t look at all well!” 

He shook his head irritably as he pushed his chair back, 

rising. , 

“You work too hard,” she said. “I don’t know how you 
can stand carrying the studio on your shoulders—” 

“Damn it, forget the studio!” he shouted, and she was 
shocked into silence. He walked to her and looked directly 
down into her face. And at what she saw in his eyes, her 
face lost its color. Without actually moving at all, she 
seem to cringe from him. 

He said coldly, “We’U talk about Ed Dolan.” 

Paul Smart’s left hand shot out; Ms fingers plunged 
into the dark mass of her hair. He forced her head back 
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and in the pitiless glare of the ceiling Ughts, studied her 

face. 

“I know he was in your dressing room today and at 
your place last night. The rest I can imagine.” The fingers 
tightened m her hair; she clenched her fists at the eve- 
watering pain of it and a gasp broke from her. 

“Please!” she whispered. “You’re hurting—” 

“Why Ed Dolan? Why him?” he demanded. 

Her breasts lifted on a tremulously indrawn breath “It 
wouldn’t have mattered who it was.” she said, the wijrds 
rushmg from her. “It could have been anyone who would 
want me—after that moment at the gate this noon when 
you cut me dead.” 

“I thought you understood by now— 

“That we have to be humiliated? I'm fed to the teeth 
with humiliation!” Her voice began to break. “For both of 
us. I can t stand to see her doing it to you. Better if our 
paths had never crossed/* 

• clutching at him hyster- 

ic^Ij^ Oh, Paul,” she waded, “how much longer does 
^s have to go on? Do we have to be trapped forever? 
wc never have a life of our own?” 

Briefly he allowed his mouth to meet hers, only to break 
away as he said impatiently, “They think they’re going 

*jck me ^Glona and that bastard of an uncle Thev 
thmk they re all set to apply the screws.” 

With a smafl si^, she relaxed her hold on him. Maybe 
he loved h« m his own peculiar way, certainly it wasn’t 
voic/^^’ series?” she asked in a small 

He nodded. “But they’ll find it’s not that easy.” Ab- 
rupUy he swung away from, her to the desk where he 
picked up a letter waiting to be answered, glanced at it 
unseemly, tossed it down again. “I’m going East. Things 
^uld be m shape to let me get away tomorrow night. 
Ihere are people I want to see in New York—fences I 
can mend Maybe Claude Glennon has me sewn up as tight 
as he thmks and again maybe he hasn’t. But, my God I’m 
going to &ve him a fight!” Just then a fresh pang of agony 
Ifis “used a spasm to contract the muscles of 
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"Paul, you’re not well,” she exclaimed. “You can’t fight 

them. You’ll kill yourself!” 

He shrugged away her feai^, “Fm tougher than that. 
Then, looking at her, “But you’d better get some rest. 
Afraid I can’t take you home tonight. I’m going to be 
here for hours.” 

“Wm I see you?” ^ . 

*T don’t know,” he answered shortly as he resumed nis 

seat behind the cluttered desk. 

Val picked up her bag from the couch and took out 
her mirror, inspecting the results of her brief storm of 
tears. She dropped it back and snapped the clasp, holding 
the bag in both hands as she raised her eyes to her lover. 
“And will I be followed again?” 

Reaching for the desk pen, he paused and shot her a 
long, speculative look. “Can 1 trust you? . • • 

Her eyes dropped. She shook her head despairmgly. 
“Yes... I don’t know. I don’t know anything any more. 
But—^please, just don’t humiliate me.” 

Paul Smart took the pen, signed his name, laid it down. 
“Go home,” he repeated, his voice a little more gentle. 
"Get some rest.” 

After a pause, she nodded and turned obediently to the 
door. But there she halted with her hand on the knob, 
looking back. She was frowning with a thought that 
troubled her conscience. 

"What are you going to do about Ed Dolan?” 

This time the look that stabbed toward her across the 
silent oflSce was blunt and unreadable. For a moment, he 
did not seem about to answer. Then he said only, “I 
haven’t decided.” 

Val opened the door and went out. He remained staring 
at it long after it closed silently behind her. 


The air-conditioner made a noise like that of a threshing 
machine, but at least it was working. The room seemed 
less stale than it had the day before; and with the dust off 
the furniture, and with Dolan’s pen set and a new blotter 
and appointment calendar, it had already begun to look 
like an office. 
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At the moment, Dolan was slouched in the chair with 
his feet on the desk, Daily Variety open and forgotten on 
his lap as he stared out the window. He looked down 
on the studio carpentry shop and on a scene dock stuffed 
with old flats. In a loft visible through the wide doors was 
a tangle of limp bodies piled like cordwood —f ain tly {Jis_ 
rancertog even when you realized they were dummies. 
He d already learned not to look at them any more often 
than he had to. 

He was not really thinking about them, nor about the 

• u reading in the trades. Last 

night he had called Val Bryant, trying to arrange dinner 
or any kind of a date to see her, if only for an hour. She 
had refused flatly. 

f outer office and 

Maxs door closed. He waited a moment. And hearing 
noffimg more, got up and went to look out at Gladys. 

She was seated at her desk, working with a letter open- 
cr on a stock of fan mail. Dolan asked with a nod toward 

just 

Her inaMer was faintly resentful. “Yes, Mr. Dolan.” 

1 asked you to let me know as soon as he did.” 

^ res, sir. I told him you wanted to see him ” 

Thats not quite the same thing,” he pointed out with 
a reproachffil look. He crossed the room and rapped 
sharply on the door. Not waiting for an answer, he opened 
]t looked in at Max, who was seated at his desk, 
Dolan strode in then and dropped into the hard-seated 
metal chair across the desk from Max. He sprawled 
there, crossed one knee over the other and shook a 
cigarette from a pack. He was tiying to act like a man 
at ease, which he was far from feeling. 

To break the ice, he said as he flipped his lighter “I 

Max nodded shortly, “Cooper got through at seven 
according to Gladys. She hasn’t heard when they’ll be 
runmng dailies. We’ll know then what it looks like.” 

Are we starting a new one this morning?” 

Another nod. Max took a mimeo script from the pile 
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on the table behind him and dropped it m front of Dolan. 
“There it is if you want to read it" 

Dolan shook his head, waving the scnpt with a ge^ure 
that left a blue trad of smoke behmd his ci^rette.^ That 
one’s your baby. Look, Max,” he S 

to have a talk! You resent me and I 6"^“ 
really blame you; but here I am—so what about it? Do 
we work together or at cross purposes? It s , 

“I don’t see why,” Max answered gruffly. Dolan 

^^‘^u’re the one who insists on making me the heavy. 
You think I’m after your job. It could end up that way— 
but, beUeve me. I’m hoping it won’t.” ^ 

Max eyed him with unyielding suspicion. Id hke to 

“I tried to tell you all this yesterday but you staged 

me and walked out-Surely there’s room for both of 

us in an outfit the size of Premium, as long as we remem¬ 
ber there’s one man we both have to watch. I thmk you 
know who I mean.” 

“Hensiger?” , * i. 

Dolan nodded. It pleased him that Max was at least be¬ 
ginning to listen. “I’m sorry as heU you missed that green¬ 
ing yesterday. It was an education to hear the way George 
went after you. Let me ask you something—whose idea 
was it, hiring Milt Bronson to write that script?” 

“Why—Hensiger’s. He absolutely insisted I use that 
hack. They’re pals.” 

“I had a hunch it was like that. Well, Smart didnt like 


the script so George put it off on you. Oh, he’s a slippery 
character! And 1 thought once he was stupid.... One 
thing sure—^if either you or I come up with a way to pull 
this show out, he’ll grab the credit if he possibly can.” 

“I told you as much.” 

“Well, I finally got the picture. I told Gladys to give 
you a copy of a memo Smart asked me to send him this 
morning covering the points that were made at the screen¬ 
ing. Did you see it?” 

Max nodded and took the two stapled sheets from his 
in-box. “Yes, I read this. I can’t agree with anything 
in it.” 
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“Why not?" 

“You’re trying to write off the whole basic idea of the 
senes and you just can’t do that. Besides, I’m not con- 
vmced it s that hopeless.” 

“I’m convinced it is,” 

Have you looked at any of the new scripts? The stuff 
that $ just coming out of mimeo?” 

Dolan shook his head. “I don’t have to. I saw that 

rough cut/' 

« an impatient 

gesture, the Milt Bronson script was Hensigcr’s project 
I had nothing to do with it and I won’t take the blame. But 
1 ve put a lot of work and sweat into this new batch of 
stones. If you 11 only take the trouble to give them a fair 
reading you might find you’re wrong. There’s stiff some 
life in this show.” 

st“l>l>ed out his cigarette and got to 
much ^ °°* expecting 

hold^hS^^ to own office. Max did not try to 

He had just seated himself at the desk when the phone 
rang. Mr. Smart calling, Mr. Dolan.” Miss Wheeler’s 
to *see reflected authority. “He wants 

“Be right over.” 

After a pause, the voice re¬ 
turned. He 11 pick you up in front of your own building 

In five minutes.'^ ® 

“Whatever you say.” 

It was longer than five minutes. Dolan was waiting im¬ 
patiently before the entrance when one of the stodio 
pdiUa^puUed up. Paul Smart, behind 
ffie wheel acknowledged his greeting with the barest 
£ance as Dolan got m. Puzzled, Dolan saw the set cold- 
orffirmoutlT^* unpassive face, the expressionless line 

Frowning, he thought. Now what the hell goes on? But 
bad manners were the prerogative of a man in Smart’s 

though he was curious to know where they were bound. 
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he supposed he would find out when Smart wanted him 

to, not before. j » j 

The unpaved road they followed dipped and twisted 

through the roUing hills of the back lot, shaggy with 
their coating of dwarf evergreens. The smog had disap¬ 
peared and the mountains behind Burbank were sh^ 
against the sky. They passed the ranch set and the frontier 
fort. In a hollow of the hills, a wagon train was circled 
up and preparing to withstand a charge by a tribe of Cen¬ 
tral Casting Indians. 

Toward a far comer of the Premium lot, where its 
rolling acres finally broke into relatively flat ground, was 
a big tank—emiJty now—^and a wharf area with mock- 
ups of ships of various types and periods. A couple of 
blocks of old New Orleans led back from the wharf. It 
was a thoroughly isolated spot. And it was here, to Dolan’s 
amazement, that the car stopped. 

Standing on the cobblestoned street between fake- 
timbered houses with their wooden shutters and iron¬ 
work balconies, Dolan had an uneasy sense that all this 
was very wrong. When Smart began to walk ahead, 
something made him hold back. 

“Hope you don’t mind if I’m curious,” he said bluntly, 
“but I can’t quite see what this has got to do with the 
series.” 

Paul Smart threw him a hostile look. “I think you 11 get 
the connection,” he promised shortly. “Let’s go in here.” 

One of the buildings was solid, a sound stage bearing 
the facade of the nineteeth century gambling hall. Re¬ 
luctantly, Dolan followed Smart inside. Within the glass 
doors was a fairly extensive layout, over forty feet deep, 
with a long bar and mirror still intact and a broad stair¬ 
way curving up to nowhere. The walls of the set were of 
a composition paint-stippled to simulate marble. Be¬ 
yond an archway, Dolan saw a raised balcony, fronted by 
a low balustrade. Faded crimson drapes, forlorn and 
dusty, framed the arch and the bar mirror. A row of baby 
spots still looked down on the set from the high catwalk 
but props and furniture had long ago been removed. Only 
a table and two chairs had somehow survived. 

Two men were seated at the tabic, waiting; they were 
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dressed in work pants and shirts and had the look of 
grips or light men. One lowered his tipped-back chair 
onto all four legs and got slowly to his feet, thumbs hooked 
m his belt. He was big—very big. In the half-gloom of 
the empty building, he loomed large and faceless. Dolan 
was slow to recognize him. When he did, it was too late. 

Paul Smart, halting by the table, said, “O’Rourke, is 
this the man?"* 

The big fellow nodded. “It’s him, Mr. Smart.” 

“I want to be sure.” 

“I got a good look at him, Mr. Smart. Both times.” 

Smart said coldly, “Veiy weU.” 

Ed Dolan could only fall back on bluff. “Mind telling 
me what this is all about? Both times for what?” 

All their eyes were on him, coldly conde mnin g “Dol- 
M,’ Paul Smart said, “you appear to think that working on 
^is show with Va] Bryant gives you special privileges. It 
doesn’t!” 

“I still don’t dig you.” 

No? Two nights ago you were seen being picked up 

by her, obviously by arrangement. You were followed 
out to her place at the beach. When you realized you were 

being watched, you left by the back way. You care to 
deny it?” 

“I was there,” Dolan answered cautiously, “but it 
wasn t by arrangement. George Hensiger must have told 
you how he happened onto me m a bar that night and we 
got to talking about the show. Junior Bryant saw us to- 
gemer and he called Val. She wanted to fin d out what we 
had^ ^d. If you think anything else went on at her place, 
you H just have to think it.” ^ 

afteruTOii?”* ^ dressing room yesterday 


pviirth" ® start* This man appeared to know 

eve^mg He made himself meet the accusing stare 
boldly. Why don’t you ask her?” * 

asking you/" 

answer,” Dolan 

spread his hands. Your mind’s made up. AU I can say 

Strke ^ 
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The cold eyes seemed to flicker; th^pasm of a muscle 
ridged the comer of the thin mouth. Tlien Sra^ gl^ccd 
again at the big man, O’Rourke, and a wordless com¬ 
mand made itself understood. 

The second man was already getting up from 
Suddenly Ed Dolan caught the significance of it all, but 
before he could turn to escape or even raise a defense, the 

pair were on him. j - „ 

His coat and shirt front were gathered “ ® ^“8 
grip. Cloth ripped at the same instant O Rourke s ^ig hst 
Sshed across his jaw. He stumbled; he went to one knee, 
head ringing, and _ heard O’Rourke yell at his partner, 

^Si**triS^t? get to his feet, tried to fight 
Harry grabbed him and both his arms were pmned. And 
O'Rourke came in with fists doubled and ttmy. 

Paul Smart barked, “Don’t cut his face up! 


Dolan heard talking but was past maldng sense of it. 
Finally he felt himself being lifted and haul^* heels 
dragging, across the floor of the sound stage, table 
had been set up; now a chair was nghted ^ 

dumped into it. He made an effort but he couldn t hold 
himself up. His head feU forward on the table and he 

slumped there, retching. ' , „ ^ 

From somewhere far away, Paul Smart said. Get 
back to work now. Leave him to me.” Footsteps clomped 
hollowly across the floor. The glass doors slammed. 

After a long time, Dolan felt a little stren^ h returning. 
His belly was a knot of sick pain and every battered 
muscle cried out against movement. He managed to get 
his hands against the table and push himself strmght m 
the chair. Holding himself propped against the back of 
it, he brought his eyes to a focus on the man who stood 

silently looking down at him, 

“You’ve got my resignation,” he said hoarsely. 

Paul Smart said sharply, “It’s refused." 

“The hell it is! The hell with you.” Dolan tned to get 
to his feet and the chair’s legs scraped the floor as he 
dropped back into it, a hand pressed to his side against 
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°“*y foUowing orders," 
Smart said, then added: “We had better take you over to 
the dispeiKaiy. You might have splintered a rib ” 

dig yo^ll M aU.” 

U Straight, Dolan.” Smart pulled 
back the other chair and sat down, looking at Dolan 
across the table. The silence of the empty stag!, the isoS 

Smart t of the lot, closed around them. Paul 

uZ ffl unhurnedly and in a tone of voice whofly 

united by the violence he had unleashed. ^ 

that happened has nothing to do with the fact 

that I still need you on the series. This was somethinji 
call it a little matter of discipline.” 

““ ““ “P >“ 1« 

As fa?tomcatting somewhere else! 

The other considered him in silence for a moment 
\^at shall we say then? Seven hundred a week?” 

Dolan could not believe he had heard right. He tried 
to say agmn “The hell with you!" but it stuck in his 
faroat. A hnglmg of anger shot through his bruised body 

faen off® tf- a add 

faen offer him a raise! How much do you think money 
can do, anyway?” muucy 

,in,7r 'T’i*'""” *"<• confidence. “I 

snnply wanted you to understand I meant what I'said 

can t go far at Premium^” ^ 

Instead, he got 

^s feet under him and pushed himself up. The pain hit 
him again; he turned and doubled over fae back of fae 
chair while he waited for it to pass 

Then he looked up and Paul Smart was at his side, 
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ready to steady him; Dolan shook his head savagely. “Let 
me alone!” he gritted. As soon as he was sure ot himself, 
he straightened and, waving the other man aside, started 
alone toward the door. 
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With the first few steps, the floor seemed to stop its 
crazy pitching. He began to feel that he had not sustained 
really serious damage. Smart was the the door ahead of 
him, holding it open; Dolan moved past without a glance 
and they walked out into the sunhght and the waiting car. 

He got in first, dropping heavily to the seat. He found 
he had started a cold sweat and managed to dig a hand¬ 
kerchief out of his pocket and wipe his face. He was re¬ 
lieved to see there was no blood. The warm, fresh wind 
did something to revive him but he knew little’of the drive 
back. 

When they pulled up in front of his office, he shook 
his head as Smart said again, “Sure you don’t want the 
company doctor to look at you? Accidents like the one you 
just had can be dangerous.” 

“I’m all right,” Dolan grunted and climbed out. 

Smart stopped him. “I read the memo you sent over. 
Sound analysis of the problem—but nothing yet to suggest 
a solution.” o 

Good God!” He stared. “I only started yesterday. I 
need time.” 

“That’s one thing we don’t have,” Smart answered 
coldly. “I’m flying back to New York tonight. I’ll be gone 
three days, four at the outside. When I get back at the 
first of the week. I’ll want to hear your complete recom¬ 
mendations for fixing the series.” 

“Four days! You don’t know what you’re asking.” 

“I’m not asking anything—I’m telling you!” 

Ed Dolan started to frame an angry reply; but then he 
swallowed it and in doing so, he felt something happen to 
his pride. If he wanted the job, he could not allow himself 
even the satisfaction of letting this man know what his 
wife had done the day before—^how she had offered her¬ 
self like any common whore. 

And he had to have the job! 

How he got through the rest of the day, he never knew. 
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The block of yellow paper oa which he had been trying 
to outline some thoughts about the series contained noth¬ 
ing more than meaningless doodles. He wadded up the 
sheets he had spoiled and chucked them into the waste¬ 
basket, put the rest back in the desk and left with a curt 
good night to Gladys. Behind the wheel of the Porsche, 
he began to feel a little better~the machine still respond¬ 
ed to his wishes even if his body would not. 

As he rolled slowly through the narrow streets toward 
the gate, he saw a man come out of the building that 
housed ie studio time clock. It was O'Rourke’s partner, 
Harry—a big, confident shape in khaki work clothes* 
sleeves rolled above the corded muscles of his forearms, 
a leather jacket slung over his elbow. A sick fury grabbed 
Dolan as he looked at those fists that had helped beat 
him into blackness* 

But Harry walked stolidly on toward the pedestrian’s 
exit, not seeming to be aware of him* And Dolan told 
himself. You might as well come off it! You took your 
licking like a little man. If you’re not going to stand up 
to Paul Smart, ifs a waste of time getting mad at his 
underlings. He kicked the pedal and shot past the gate 
guard with a satisfying roar of the powerful motor. 

Under the rainport that fronted the information window, 
a girl who looked familiar stood with her back to him, 
using the gateman’s telephone—calling a taxi, he sup¬ 
posed. As he paused before turning into the traffic, he 
gave her a quick appraisal. A blonde, with a light tan 
dress, the skirt so tight it revealed every ripple of thigh 
muscle and the intriguing hollows of her haunches. Then 
she turned and he saw that it was June Sawyer; she 
recognized him and sent him a big smile as she waggled 
the telephone receiver at him. 

‘‘*Oh, hello there, Mr. Dolan! My car’s in the garage,” 
she explained unnecessarily. “Had a little trouble making 
a left turn day before yesterday,” 

He took his cue. “Can I drop you somewhere?” 

“Why, now, that’s real sweet of you.” She did not 
have to be asked twice* Abruptly she hung up and walked 
toward him in the mincing, high stepping stride her skirt 
forced on her* She opened the door and slid in beside 
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him, giving him a generous view of nylons and tanned 
hide as she settled herself awkwardly on the low seat. 
‘TH be real happy to take you up on that. Hope it isn’t 
out of your way.” 

“Where do you go?” 

She gave him an address Just north of the Strip. Dolan 
nodded and eased the Porsche into the traihe southbound 
toward Ventura, 

“What good is it to carry insurance?” June asked in* 
dignantly. “Do you know, those cheapskates aren’t going 
to give me a dime toward fixing my car? All I did was 
make a little old left turn. I didn’t know the damn blink¬ 
er wasn’t working... 

She was still talking as they passed under the freeway 
and turned onto Ventura. Gunning west along the shabby 
boulevard toward Laurel Canyon, Dolan asked himself 
what he was doing, beat as he was, sitting here with this 
dish beside him. She was beautiful enough—a typical 
minor actress with all the learned tricks and the mannered 
attitudes of her breed. And she was a good one; she had 
the resilient toughness of youth and you could not fault the 
success she was building for herself in a hard and com¬ 
petitive racket. 

Just now her presence did him a real service. Listening 
to her chatter, not bothering to answer, kept him from 
thinking too much about how miserable he was. Or, for 
that matter, about Val Bryant.... 

June shared an apartment with another girl in a new 
building of glass and stucco. It looked rather like a house 
built out of playing cards. The steep hill fell away before 
it to Sunset Strip, curled about between its rows of saloons 
and talent agencies. The architecture always reminded 
Dolan of birthday cakes without candles. He made a U- 
turn in the narrow street and pulled up in front of her 
door. 

“Thank you so much,” she said. “Won’t you come in 
and let me fix you a drink? It’s the very least I can do.” 

“Thanks,” he said. “Guess I’ve got time for a quick 
one.” But for a moment he was not sure whether he 
could unfold himself from behind the wheel; protesting 
muscles all but refused to obey. 
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The apartment was on the second floor front. They 
skirted the edge of a swimming pool with the reflection of 
green water dancing about them; then went up a flight of 
steps, Dolan clinging carefully to the ornamental iron rail. 
Behind a blond wood door lay a living room in unrelent¬ 
ing Hollywood modern, “Make yourself comfortable,” 
June Sawyer told him. "Try that one by the window.” 

He could not see a window but there were floor-to- 
ceiling drapes across one end of the room that he thought 
must indicate where it was. The chair proved more com¬ 
fortable than it looked. He was satisfied to just sit there 
a moment and rest while the girl stirred around with bot¬ 
tles and glasses and cracked ice, fixing the drinks. 

Finally, she brought them. She handed him his and with 
a pull on a draw cord, whisked the curtains wide. 
“There!” she said. “How do you like my view?” 

Dolan sipped his drink while he looked at it, waiting 
for the alcohol to take effect. The window filled the whole 
space behind the curtain; all Los Angeles appeared to lie 
at his feet, golden in the flood of afternoon sunlight. 
Southward the odd polygonal shapes of the Park LaBrea 
Towers stood up whitely and over to the left rose a tight 
cluster of large buildings that marked the city center. 
Except for a few such islands, the city stretched away 
flatly, without seeming limits, on its shelf beside the 
ocean’s edge. 

“It’s very nice,” Dolan said. 

She pulled an ottoman close to his chair. They looked 
at the view for a moment in silence. 

“Every night,” June Sawyer told him, “we sit here to¬ 
gether for a few minutes like this—^the town and me—and 
we figure out which of us won the round that day. Some¬ 
times I win, more often I lose. But 1 win often enough to 
keep it interesting,” She raised her glass toward the win¬ 
dow and, in mocking salute, “Here’s to you. Town!” 

Dolan looked at the shadow of false lashes across her 
cheek, the smooth line of her arm raising the glass, the 
movement of her throat as she drank. He had an un¬ 
comfortable feeling that he was about to get an auto¬ 
biography unless he did something to forestall it. He had 
no particular desire to learn about whatever midwestem 
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town had seemed too small a field for her and her beauty 
or what modeling job—or which state title in which Miss 
Universe contest—had brought her to the golden city. If 
she had brought innocence with her, it had long since 
been trampled to death. 

It was an old story and he did not feel like hearing it. 
Not right now. 

He asked, “You’ve been working at the studio again 
today?” 

“Don’t you know it!” she replied, making a face at 
the bitter taste of the whiskey. “I have a very eager agent. 
And I’m very saleable. Everybody asks for me^all over 
town, all over the dial. Did you know I’m going to be on 
three different shows next week? Important ones?” 

“Congratulations.” 

“Oh, I really get exposure.” Her mouth twisted. “But 
that’s all I get. There’s no money in it. Three years 
from now the viewers are going to be fed up with seeing 
me and they’ll never even have heard my name. Only 
way you can make anything in this business is to star in 
your own series.” 

Dolan said, “You know the way the budget works. The 
star gets the money. The rest of the cast has to scramble 
for wbatever’s left.” 

“Damn poor way to run a business. Take that Val 
Bryant.” TTie name sounded dirty the way she said it. 
“That has-been! I’ve got twice her talent and looks—for 
all the good 1 get out of it. What I wouldn’t give for a 
break like hers.” 

He decided not to answer that. June knew as well as 
he did of what Val’s break at Premium had consisted. 

June set her glass aside. She shook out her blonde hair 
and ran her fingers through it, then leaned her head on 
her hand and her elbow across Dolan’s knees as she 
looked seriously into his face. “You know, you look just 
awfully tired, Mr. Dolan,” she said. “Got a headache?” 

That among other things, he thought. 

“I guess I don’t envy you your job.” She shifted posi¬ 
tion slightly and her breast made contact with h!s hand 
again. “They all say you’re just about the most important 
man at Premium now, next to Paul Smart, of course.” 
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“They all say that, do they?” He would not doubt it. 
No telling what rumors had started buzzing around the 
lot. It never took long, 

“I liked the way you stepped in yesterday and showed 
them how to make that Bryant bitch stop screaming and 
get the scene shot. I think you must be a very smart man, 
Mr. Dolan. A girl would be lucky who got a chance to do 
a series for you. And she would have to be awfully grate¬ 
ful. I know / would!” 

He patted the smooth, brown arm laid across his lap. 
It was curious that something so soft could be so heavy. 
“Kind of you to say that,” he told her. The next moment 
she was straightening up, a little startled, as with an ef¬ 
fort he got to his feet. “Thanks for the drink.” 

“You aren’t going?” 

He had been barely able to suppress a groan in the 
effort of unfolding himself from the confines of the chair. 
“Afraid I have to. But maybe we can have dinner some 
evening.” 

“I’d love it," she said althou^ she sounded dubious— 
thoroughly puzzled and provoked. 

He felt topheavy and as he made his way toward the 
door, he thought with every step he was going to go over, 
flat on his face. The floor seemed far from solid and he 
wished it would show a stronger inclination to support his 
weight. Something seemed wrong with the sunlight, too; 
all at once it became grainy and flickering. 

At the door he reached for the knob but it eluded 
him. He stood groping uncertainly, and June Sawyer’s 
face swam into view, showing startled alarm. Her voice 
seemed to come from a great distance. “Mr. Dolan! You 
all right?” 

“Never felt better,” he said hollowly and then the car¬ 
pet came up and slapped him in the face. 

“Put your arm over my shoulders." He struggled 
to his feet. He felt the firm body of the girl as she 
helped support him, directing his steps. They went through 
a doorway and the edge of a bed touched his legs and 
then he was flat on his back spread on a satin coverlet 
that felt like a cloud. 

It was too pleasant to move; he lay with eyes closed 
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and floated, half conscious, as bis tie was loosened and 
the buttons of his shirt undone. A gasp broke from the 
girl. “Why, whatever happened to you? You must have 
been hit by a truck!” 

“Something like that.” He was too dull to care whether 
she believed him or not. The next moment he winced 
and nearly cried out as probing fingers found the ache in 
the bruised muscles of his chest. 

“Now, don’t!” she said when he tried to push her away. 
“Just relax. I know exactly what to do.” 

She was already working as she spoke. Perhaps she 
had once been a professional; her massaging hands 
seemed able to reach deep to the core of his aches and 
soreness. There was an exquisite agony but in its wake a 
soothing restfulness spread through him. After the first 
feeble protest, Dolan felt himself grow limp and he sub¬ 
mitted without resistance to the treatment. He could hear 
her voice drone on in its steady monologue but he 
scarcely knew what she was saying. 

How long she worked on him he never more than 
vaguely knew. He did know, though, when she unfastened 
his belt and the zipper on his trousers and slipped them 
down. His shorts followed; then he was on his face as she 
worked on the ache where pummeling fists had punished 
his kidneys. In long, soothing strokes, her strong fingers 
ran up the column of his back, across his tortured shoul¬ 
ders, down the slope of his rib cage. He could feel the 
agony slipping away to be replaced by a delicious sense 
of well-being and then, unbelievably, a miraculous re¬ 
surgence of strength. 

“Thanks,” he gasped finally. “You’re one hell of a 
nurse!” 

“Going to tell me now what happened?” 

“It’s not important.” He rolled over on his back. With 
^ t^tifty girl s instinct, June had removed her dress while 
she worked on him. She stood in her slip, leaning over 
him, studying him anxiously; the breasts that swelled her 
brassiere hung heavy and full behind black lace. 

“How do you feel now?” she asked and gave him a 
bold appraisal. “I’d say you look pretty good,” 
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“In that case, nurse, relax—sit down and hold my 
hand,” he said as he pulled her down to him. 

She turned and lay sideways on the bed, facing him, 
her weight on an elbow stretched across his body, her 
head propped in her hand. He felt her solid, warm 
breasts settle on his chest. Doubling the pillow under his 
head so he could get a better look at her, Ed Dolan 
ran a hand through her hair. It was wet from her exer¬ 
tions over him. 

“You know,” he said, “you’re a very talented young 
lady. Where’d you learn all that?” He could smell the 
aroma she gave off—a pungent mixture of her work-out 
over him and honest, hot, female desire. It sent his senses 
soaring. 

Lightly she traced a pattern in the hair on his chest. 
“Oh, various places —bl long time ago.” 

“You’re good,” he said, letting his hand wander down 
her throat. “I thought it would be weeks before I would 
feel this way again—^if ever.” 

“I wouldn’t think you’d have to worry,” she said mean¬ 
ingfully, appreciatively. 

Brother, this one sure knew how to handle a man. He 
let his hand move down to the deep divide between her 
breasts. Her flesh was slippery with perspiration. “I 
ought to freshen up some,” she whispered. 

“No, I like it this way.” Pulling her closer, he buried 
his face in the rich, sweaty bounty of her, then reached 
to slide the straps of slip and bra off one shoulder. She 
drew her arm through and then suddenly , impatiendy, she 
jumped up and flung everything off over her head. A 
brief wisp of nylon was the last to go. 

“Oothes are always such a damn nuisance!” she said 
frankly. 

God, but she had a beautiful body. She was no Val 
Bryant and never would be; but neither would Val ever 
again have what this girl now possessed—something in¬ 
describably fresh and earthy. Once it was gone, it was 
gone for good. 

She lay down beside him again, propped on an elbow, 
chin in hand, looking down at him. This time he could 
feel the pressure of her rounded belly, the young, strong 
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thigh inching over his. “Mr. Dolan... uh.., Ed... what 
would you think of—” 

“Don’t!” he said sharply. He would kick her teeth in if 
she so much as peeped about the show or the studio now. 

Suddenly he raised up, turned and came over against 
her with his weight, rolling her on her back. His mouth 
found hers, moist and parted. He ran a quick tongue 
across her lips; he felt her stiffen and catch her breath 
in quick urgency. 

“Don’t talk,” he granted. “Just hold me,” and mutely, 
b^dly—^with utter abandon—she nodded and did pre¬ 
cisely as she was told. 

Later he told her, “You’re good in lots of ways, aren’t 
you?” 

June Sawyer dimpled. “Such compliments, Mr. Dolan.” 

“By the way, what did you want to ask me before?” 

“Oh—that! I wanted to know what you would think of 
asking Mr. Smart about a show of my own.” 

She never knew why he laughed so hard. “You’re 
quite a gal, June,” were his parting words as he went 
through the door. 

God knew he hadn’t felt this good in days. He had 
meant it when he told June Sawyer she was quite a gal. 
There was no beating around the bush with her, no hid¬ 
den claws to tear him to pieces at some later date. She 
laid her cards on the table and a man knew where he 
stood. He decided that either she was very, very stupid or 
one of the smartest dolls in town. 

Back behind the wheel of the Porsche, he sat for a long 
moment without turning the key. The day was gone. The 
Strip just below him was gaudy with neon, and yonder 
the wide shelf of the city had come alive in a swirling 
kaleidoscope of lights of every color. Groping fingers of 
a dozen searchlights swept the sky. 

Dolan remembered what the girl in the apartment had 
said. Another round, he thought, echoing her words. An¬ 
other defeat for some, momentary victory for others. 
Come to think of it, that was the sum of his life here, his 
and most of the people he knew in the industry. And why? 
Because they were damned by a glittering dream of money 

^more money than they could hope to make elsewhere 
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in other work. And being damned, they let themselves 
be driven down the jungle paths, harried by the impersonal 
pressures of a frantic industry and by those who were 
trying to overtake them from behind. 

Was anyone out there finding real happiness or satis¬ 
faction in this slum of a city? In this jungle of a business? 
He had heard smug New Yorkers say that life here was 
too lazy and easygoing—that the California climate en¬ 
ervated ambition and turned a man into a swimming-pool 
beachcomber. Either they were jealous or they did not 
know what the hell they were talking about. He could not 
believe that Madison Avenue was much worse. 

He found himself wondering if there was anyone here 
who didn't have his price—and who wasn’t eager to sell. 
June Sawyer would give any man her body for the prom¬ 
ise of a series of her own. Ed Dolan himself had taken 
his beating today without complaint because it brought 
with it his price of seven hundred a week, George Hen- 
siger had sold whatever dignity and peace of mind he 
owned for an executive producer’s title. Even Paul Smart 
let his wife and her family dictate the terms under which 
he managed his own life. 

D amn ed by easy greed, driven by ambition.... Ed 
Dolan shrugged and snapped on the ignition. So what? It 
was the only life most of them knew. The drive for money 
and sensual gratification gave h a content and some sort 
of direction, and it saved them from boredom. 

Now as he rolled down the hill toward the light- 
splashed Strip, he was already working at the problem 
Smart had handed him. Four days... four days to earn 
his salary. 

It meant he had damn well better be revving up to 
high efficiency. And if he knew what was good for him, 
he would have to find some way to keep the haunting 
image of Val Bryant from lousing up his capacity for 
thinking clearly—^and he would have to find it fasti 
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The commissary at Prenuum Studios buzzed with its 
usual oooutime crowd. Both the bullpen, where the ex- 
tr^ and the writers and the stage crews and the Gray 
Line tourists hung out, and the wing that was reserved 
for the executives and the stars and other V.I.P.’s, were 
humming. An actress with an afghan on a leash swept 
past Dolan’s table—he knew there was a California 
state law against taking dogs into restaurants, but either 
it did not apply to studio commissaries or it had been 
superseded by ^e unwritten law permitting a movie star 
to get away with anything. At a table facing Dolan, a 
top-money English actor, known on two continents for 
his polish and sophistication, was eating chow mein Uke a 
savage, shoulders hunched over the plate, mouth bris¬ 
tling with fried noodles and bean sprouts. He glared at 
Dolan as if daring him to get up, come over and take 
the plate away. Dolan shifted position slightly so he 
would not have to watch. 

Arch Cooper was saying, “It’s a shoo-in. NBC took 
the show without even seeing a pilot script, merely on 
the strength of the title and of Mike Philips for the star. 
It’s scheduled for Thursday nights starting in the fall. 
Scripts are being written and they’re ready to go into 
production as soon as they pick a girl. The one they 
thought had been firmed turned out to have prior com¬ 
mitments. So I’ve been given the job of ttying to help 
find somebody, and quick!” 

Ed Dolan said cautiously, “How about Sawyer?” 

“June?” Cooper considered and shook his head. “Oh, 
I don’t think so. Hell, this part’s a lead—second h illin g to 
Phihps himself.” 

“Any reason she couldn’t handle it? You’ve directed 
her. You know she’s reliable, she can act and she comes 
over great. I just saw the rough cut this morning of 
that latest thing she did with Val.” 
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“She’s fiBC.” Cooper admitted, “but she hasn’t got a 
name.” 

“So what? Give her five weeks in a lead spot and she’ll 
have one. Television can do that—^you should know, 
you’ve seen it happen often enough. In fact, it’s a break 
that you can sign Sawyer up today at the studio’s own 
price. Take my word for it, inside of two months her 
fan mail will top Philips’. Considering what you’re proba¬ 
bly having to pay Philips, that’s something to think 
about.” 

Arch Cooper showed his reaction in the thoughtful way 
he finished his chefs salad, “The idea might appeal to 
them at that.” He frowned, dug out a cigarette and a 
book of matches. He had something he wanted to ask 
and Dolan let him take his time. 

“Any word from New York?” 

“From Smart? About the Bryant show, I guess you 
mean.” Dolan shook bis head. “Nothing that I’ve heard. 
I got a call from Hensiger’s office, though, just as I 
was coming over here; the girl says he wants to see me. 
So maybe there’s news,” 

“I hope so. Why the hell not?” The man shrugged. 
“I tell myself I have no reason to give a damn what 
happens to Val—but you can’t write off a relationship 
that easily. I still wish her luck, in spite of everything. 
I guess a man’s feelings are hard to explain sometimes.” 

“Yeah,” Dolan agreed. “They sure the hell are!” 
There was a silence that threatened to grow too long; 
he got to his feet. “Well, I better get up to Hensiger’s... 
You think over what I told you about Sawyer.” 

“I’ll do that.” But when Dolan walked away, the 
brooding look on the director’s face revealed plainly 
enough where his thoughts really were. Seeing the torch 
he was still carrying for Val, Dolan would not have 
known whether to feel pity or disgust—if he had not felt 
the irony of being in exactly the same boat! 

Hensiger’s secretary said with a nod, “Afternoon, Mr. 
Dolan. He’s expecting you. Will you go right in, please?” 

George was not alone. Seated in the chair beside the 
desk, Max Farrand looked up coldly as Dolan walked 
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in. There was an indefinable impression of something set 
up and waiting for him and it put him on his guard. 

“Make yourself comfortable, Ed.” George said pleas- 
santly, ‘Max and I were knocking some ideas around 
before lunch. Let’s see if we seem to be getting any¬ 
thing.” 6 J 

“Sure,” said Dolan. 

Hensiger had his handkerchief out and was busily pol¬ 
ishing his glasses; Dolan saw with a shudder that, under 
the pretext of breathing on the lenses, he was actually 
licking them with swift, dabbing thrusts of his tongue. 
While the process went on, he continued talking in spas¬ 
modic starts and stops: “I just talked with Paul in New 
York and the situation there is fairly desperate. The 
sponsors are not only talking about canceling after the 
current cycle but the network isn’t particularly interested 
in trying to land new ones. Ratings are down so far that 
they claim the show’s hurting the entire night for them. 
There’s talk of replacing with a new private eye show 
Four Star is working up.” 

Dolan thoughtfully rubbed the ball of a thumb along 
his jaw, “If it has gone that far, maybe it’s too late to 
do anything.” 

“Not quite. Don’t underestimate Paul Smart. He’s selling 
them on the idea that we’re going to be able to pull the 
series out. Naturally, the odds are heavy against it but 
we’ve got to back up his promise.” Satisfied with the job 
on his glasses, Hensiger slipped them on and stuffed the 
handkerchief into the breast pocket of his tweed coat. 
T^e lenses gleamed as he looked from Dolan to Farrand; 
his manner was portentous with the gravity of the situa¬ 
tion. “Paul’s going to be back in town tonight. So—^what 
about it?” 

Dolan said carefully, “You told me you and Max had 
something.” 

“We were just noodling around.” The polished lenses 
turned to Max Farrand. “It was more or less your idea. 
Max. You go over it again.” 

Suddenly Dolan got the picture as plainly as though 
it had been described for him. This was Max Farrand’s 
refusal of the offer that he and Dolan might work this 
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problem out together. Having a notion for solving it, Max 
had had all morning when he could have come in and 
sat down to chew on it. Instead, he had bypassed Dolan 
and brought his ideas directly to George Hensiger—even 
knowing Hensiger for what he was. Perhaps he gambled 
that, by selling George, he could somehow repin valu¬ 
able ground he had been losing to Dolan. And it sounded 
a little as though George had been sold. 

All this flashed through Dolan’s mind with the ready 
intuition a man develops for diplomatic jockeying. But 
he merely nodded briefly. “Sure, Max. What’s your 
idea?” 

Max shifted position, clearing his throat. Guest 
stars,” he said. “Instead of filling out the cast with pe^ 
pie like June Sawyer, we could try going for names in 
the secondary roles—^the best names we can get. Natural¬ 
ly, we’ll have to do some work on the scripts to build 
the parts up and make them comparable to Bryant’s. And 
the budget will have to be adjusted, of course. But we 
shouldn’t have to go too high to give the show the new 
look it needs.” 

George said, “Put to them right, I think the sponsors 
might very well go for this. What do you think?” ^ 

They were both looking at him and Max Farrand s 
expression was defiant. Dolan knew what he must be feel¬ 
ing. Max was sure he had done it—come up with a solu¬ 
tion that even George Hensiger had to acknowledge was 
a good one. But Dolan, he was equally sure, was going 
to try to discredit it on any spurious ground he could in- 
vent* 

And the hell of it was, Dolan knew he could not let 


He drew a slow breath and shook his head. Sorry, 

he told them. “I can’t see it.” 

George frowned. And Max Farrand’s mouth settled 
into a hard line as he saw the very thing he had ex¬ 
pected. “I’m not surprised, somehow,” he said heavuy, 
“since you didn’t happen to be the one who suggested 
it,” 

Dolan drew a tight leash on his temper. It would do 
no good to let himself get drawn into a quarrel. It 
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makes no difference who suggests it,” he snapped. “The 
idea still won’t work. I’ve seen this so many times. Let 
a show start to go sour and the first impulse is to try and 
goose it somehow by spending money. Hire a rewrite of 
the scripts and then a rewrite of the rewrite. Put in more 
sustaining characters. Write in a kid part, maybe a god- 
danm pet animal of some kind. Throw in anything that 

ever seemed to work on any other show_” 

“That’s not what we’re talking about,” Max said testily. 
“We’re talking about a guest star policy.” 

“I heard you. Last year when I was at Watson, Mac- 
Ivor, there was a show on the skids that tried exactly the 
same thing. ‘Song of the City’—^remember? The agency 
spent a fortune. They got their stars, all right; but the 
show still went off the air.” He turned to Hensiger. “And 
if you think they’re likely to go the same route with 
this one, just pick up that phone and call Norm Win¬ 
ters. He’s handling this account. Tell him what you’ve 
got in mind and listen to him hit the ceiling. Go ahead— 
call him!” 

Max Farrand was settling deeper into his chair, 
shaggy head lowered like a cornered bull’s. “You’d like 
us to think you know just what you’re talking about!” 

“Believe me. Max, I do know—^from hard experi¬ 
ence. And I’ve got to remind you of one more thing: 
Val Bryant can’t act. It never mattered too much, so 
far, because no one else on the series had a part big 
enough to show her up. But in order to build a part for 
a guest star, you’re going to have to trim the lead to 
nothing. Had you thought of that? You’ll end up by 
throwing Val to the wolves and you’ll still not have anv- 
thing!” 

^ Max took a long breath. He turned to the man be¬ 
hind the desk. “George—” 

But Hensiger was already shaking his head. “Dolan 
certainly gives us something to think about. Frankly, I’d 
forgotten what happened to ‘Song of the City’—^but it 
was just about the way he said.” 

Max Farrand looked stunned. “A minute ago you were 
all for this! Do you mean he’s turned you against me— 
that easily?” 
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“Now you’re talking nonsense!” Hensiger had turned 
color. Dolan saw he was really angry. “Max, you take 
this thing altogether too personally.” 

“Do I?” All of a sudden Max was on his feet. His 
hands, clenched at his sides, Uembled. “I understood I 
was the producer of this show. But maybe there s some 
question about it!” 

“Not as far as I’m concerned,” Dolan said quickly. 
Max merely touched him with a glance; it went on by, 
not really seeing him, and swung to George Hensiger 
who returned the look with eyes that were coldly angry 
behind their polished lenses. Dolan, reading the danger 
signals, cried out silently to Max, You fool, shut upf ^ 

“If there’s a question," Hensiger said crisply, "you re 
the one who’s raising it. You should have been in this 
business long enough by now to know that the team is 
the important thing. My God, man! We’ve got a show 
dying in our laps. This is no time for bickenng. He 
added cruelly, “Or for staging fistfights like the disgraceful 
exhibition the other day here in my office.” 

Dolan saw Max turn ashen. Quickly he tried to put 
in: “George, I already told you that had nothing to do 
with —*’ 

But Max spoke, overriding him. “Perhaps,’ he said m 
a ti^t voice, “I ought to resign,” 

“Perhaps I ought to take that under advisement,” Hen¬ 
siger snapped him up, “Meanwhile, here’s what I am 
doing: I’m taking personal charge of this series. And I’m 
halting production.” 

Max stared. “You can’t do that—^not in the middle of 
the cycle with air dates to meet!” 

“I’ve already done it, I’m canceling shooting on the 
segment that was to have started rolling tomorrow. 
We’re on a stand-by basis as of now; it won’t hurt too 
much to fill in with a rerun or two until we find out 
just what the hell goes. 

“For the present,” he continued as Max stood looking 
at him, a stricken man, “I suggest both of you get back 
to your offices and see if you can’t have something con¬ 
structive for Paul when we see him tomorrow. Who, if 
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any of us, still has a job will probably depend on what 

happens then.” 

Dolan pushed back his chair. “You’ll know where to 
find me,” he said briefly. 


The corpses in the loft of the scene dock had never 
looked deader than in their tangled sprawl of cotton- 
stuffed arms and legs; but they were no more dead 
than the pile of thumb-marked scripts on Dolan’s desk. 
Sitting on the edge of his spine, his feet on the sill, he 
looked out the window with eyes that felt as though they 
had been filled with gravel. He was completely used and 
completely disgusted. 

He picked up one of the scripts, leafed through it, 
flung it down again. They were hopeless and the sheets 
of paper he had covered with scrawled notes were with¬ 
out value at all. Meanwhile, it still hurt him to move. 
He willed up the effort to dig out his battered pack of 
cigarettes and got one burning. 

The phone rang. Gladys said, “Mr. Hensiger’s office 
just called. He wants you to come over again.” 

Dolan dragged deep at the cigarette. A sudden re¬ 
bellion hardened inside him. “1 don’t want to see him 
just now. Call back and say you didn’t know I was out 
of the office.” 

Yes, Mr. Dolan.” She sounded a little shocked. 

“And after that, will you come in here, please? And 

bring your book-” He knew now just what he was 

going to do; the logic of it had been growing on him un¬ 
til suddenly there was no other answer. 

When Gladys appeared, he was ready for her, seat¬ 
ed at his desk with his coat off and his hands behind his 
bead. He nodded at the pile of scripts. “First,” he said, 
“dispose of these things.” 

She blinked. “Dispose of them?" 

“Get rid of ’em. Get ’em out of here. We’re going to 

Start from scratch!” 

Gladys picked up the pile of papers and left the 
room with them. Returning, she settled into the chair op- 
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posite him and flipped open her book. Pencil in hand, she 
waited. 

“You can call this a presentation,” Dolan said. “I don’t 
know exactly where I’m going but I’ll talk and yon take 
it down. All right?” 

There was the slightest pause before she ^swered. 
“Yes, sir.” Something in her tone brought his glance 
sharply toward her. Head on one side, he considered 
her unsmiling face. What he read there made his mouth 
tighten. 

“Look! How about getting down off your high horse?” 

Her eyes widened, her jaw dropped. “I—I don’t know 
what you mean.” 

“Yes, you do. You’ve made it very clear what you 
think about me. You’ve resented me from the first day 1 
moved in here. You’d hke me to drop dead. Well, I’m 
not about to oblige you!” 

The color had risen in her face until it was almost as 
red as her lipstick. She stammered a moment before 
she could get her words straight. “Mr. Dolan! I’m just 
a secretary. Naturally, I like Mr. Farrand—and I know 
how upset he is under the circumstances. But what I 
think doesn’t matter.” 

“Damned right it doesn’t! Neither docs what / think— 
except when I’m thinking about how to lick this show. 
Now, shall we try to get some work done?” 

“TTiat’s what I’m here for,” she said stiffly. 

“Good!” And he began to talk. 

It went slowly at first but after a few minutes his 
ideas began to take shape and his tongue to work glibly. 

Finally, as he stood looking from the window at the 
row of sound stages that dominated the studio skyline, 
his words came to a dead halt. He thought a moment 
longer, then turned to look at the top of Gladys’ head as 
she sat waiting with pencil poised above her neat short¬ 
hand notes. He took a slow breath. 

“That should do it,” he said. “I’ll need about five 
copies. In binders.” 

Her manner was coolly noncommittal. “How will you 
want them distributed?” 

‘TU take care of that_I know it’s late,” he added, 
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“and I’m sony. But I’ll need them on my dest first 
thing tomorrow. Do them at home if you have to.” 

They 11 be done,” She flipped her book shut, rose 
and picked up the ash tray to empty it. He stopped her 
in the doorway with a question. 

“What do you think of it?” 

She gave him a look. “I wouldn’t know. Fm not 
paid to think.” 

With a shrug, he let her go. But he discovered now 
Aat his throat was raw from dictation and from the scour¬ 
ing of cigarette smoke and his head was aching slightly. 
He followed Gladys into the outer office. “Wouldn’t have 

an aspirin, would you?** 

^*Yes, I think so” 

“Give me a couple/’ 

She took them from a drawer of her desk and handed 
them to him, her face expressionless, and Dolan went 
out to the water cooler in the hall. He washed the tablets 
down and was filling the paper cup a second time, won¬ 
dering how long it would take the drug to start’work- 
ing, when he heard Gladys give a short, choked scream. 
He turned quickly as she appeared in the office door¬ 
way. 

Its Mr. Farrand!” she exclaimed, her eyes large with 
shock. “I think he’s ill.” 

There was no need to urge him. Alarmed, Dolan 
dropped his cup and hurried back into the office, shoving 
the girl aside roughly. Through Max’s open door, he 
could see the man crumpled with his head upon the 
desk. At Dolan’s elbow, Gladys was stammering, “I 
thought I heard him call. I went to answer and he was 
like that_” 

She was lying, of course. She had not thought she 
heard anything. She had barely given Dolan time to get 
out of the room before she had gone into Max’s office to 
report on what he was up to. 

It did not particularly matter now. 

He walked into the room, moving around behind 
the desk where he could look directly down at the limp 
form. He felt a reluctance to touch it—fear, almost. One 
arm lay beside Max’s head, which was pressed cheek- 
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down upon the blotter, eyes closed. The other hand 
dangled loosely over the arm of the swivel chair. Dolan 
reached for this, hunting a pulse. As he did, he saw the 
partly opened desk drawer and the bottle. And he un¬ 
derstood. , 

There was a Dixie cup on the desk at Max s elbow. 
Dolan picked it up, sniffed it. Looking sourly at Gladys, 
he crumpled the paper cup in his fist and flung it into 
the wastebasket. He said heavily, “He’s not sick. He 
simply passed out.” 

She stared. “You mean he has been drinking? He never 
did that before—^not in the ofifice!” 

“It’ll be his neck for sure if George Hensiger finds 

out.” , ^ ™ 

Gladys wrung her hands. “What are we going to do'^^ 
“We’ve got to get him home. Where does he live?” 
She gave him an address in North Hollywood 
only a few blocks from the studio. Dolan nodded. He 
took the bottle from the desk drawer; it was two-thirds 
empty. “Get rid of that,” he said, handing it to the secre¬ 
tary. “And whatever happens, keep this door shut! I’ll 
bring my car around... 
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The desert heat was spreading across the basin and 
the vague, chemical tang of smog was faintly noticeable 
in the breathless air, Dolan gunned the engine, backed out 
of the parking space that had been assigned him and ma¬ 
neuvered the little car neatly through narrow company 
streets to rest in a small patch of shade before the Di¬ 
rector’s Building, After he cut the engine, he sat for a 
moment wondering how the hell he was going to get Max 
down the stairs and into the car without causing a stir of 
attention that would spread all over the lot. The man was 
too heavy to carry,.. Dolan shook his head and climbed 
out. One step at a time. 

Back in the office he was partially relieved to find that 
Max had come out of his stupor, revived by Gladys with 
the help of cold, damp cloths. He was sitting up, looking 
around him with unseeing, glazed eyes. The girl kept a 
hand on his shoulder to steady him as she looked anxious¬ 
ly at Dolan; she evidently feared he was going to pass out 
again, 

“Do you suppose we can get him on his feet?” 

We ve got to.” Dolan wheeled the man's chair away 
from thc^ desk and faced him. “Now, Max!” he said 
^arply. “Come on, now, I’m going to take you home.” 
He got Max by the coat lapels and tried to lift him but 
found him Ump and unresponding. Deliberately Dolan 
slapped him, first on one side of the face and then the 
other. “You’ve got to help yourself,” he said gruffly. “Cut 
this out and get on your feet!” 

The bleary eyes wavered and settled on him without 
recognition. Something must have broken through, how¬ 
ever, because he made an effort to rise. He merely sue- 
ceeded in scooting the chair back on its rollers, to thump 
against the wall. But when Dolan got a hand under his 
arm, Max tried again and this time he got uncertainly to 
his feet. "You’U have to help,” Dolan told the girl. “I 
think we can manage.” 
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She seemed to have forgotten, for the time being any¬ 
way, her resentment of Ed Dolan; maybe she saw his 
concern and felt that she had been wrong to count him 
her boss’s enemy. She moved quickly to do as he told her, 
putting her shoulder under Max’s other arm. Working t^ 
gether, stumbling under Max’s weight and his uncertain 
efforts to help himself, they got him out into the hall and 
down to Dolan’s car, 

“You’d better call his wife,” Dolan said as he slammed 
the door and went around to the driver’s seat, “Let her 
know we’re coming so she won’t be scared when she sees 
us,” 

“But what shall I tel] her?” 

“The truth!” he snapped and gunned away, leaving 
Gladys on the curb. 

The North Hollywood address Gladys had given him 
turned out to be a modest, cream-yeilow stucco on a 
quiet, residential street; it was an older neighborhood that 
had somehow managed to survive in the midst of the 
great city’s busy sprawl of crowded buildings and noise 
and multiplying freeways. Rose trees flanked the curving 
walk before the house, Dolan brought the car to a halt 
in the shade of a jacaranda and as he cut the motor, the 
front door opened and a woman hurried out 

Dolan gave her little more than a glance that showed 
him she was wearing a simply cut housedress with a belt 
at the waist setting off a pleasing figure. Obviously Gladys 
had called her; her face was pale but her voice was calm 
as she asked, “Can he walk?” 

“I doubt it* He’s no soberer than when we left the 
studio,” 

“Then you’d better use the drive, around the back. 
We can get him in through the kitchen. That way no one 
will have to see.” 

“Right” 

He started the car, backed wide into the street and cut 
up into the driveway. Behind the house was a jiice-looking 
yard with a high hedge, an orange tree yellow with fruit 
and a shiny-leafed avocado shading the rear door. There 
was no pool although there was enough room for one, 

Dolan climbed out of the car and as he opened the 
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door on Max’s side, the woman was there to help. In the 
privacy of the hedge-screened yard, they were able to 
get Max out of the car and in through a spotless tile 
kitchen and a dining room containing a table and chairs 
that looked to Dolan vaguely like antiques. At the end of 
a narrow hall an open door led into a pleasantly furnished 
bedroom, the bed already turned down and waiting. Max 
dropped heavily onto it. Then, as Dolan waited to see 
what more he could do, Mrs. Farrand shook her head. 
“Thank you very much,’’ she said, "but if you’U excuse 
me, I can take care of him now.” 

“Have you called a doctor?” 

“I hope it won’t be necessary. I’ll keep careful watch 

off. She turned away; and Dolan, thus dismissed, went 
back down the haU and into the living room. 

The aspirin was slow to take effect and his head stih 
pounded. He let himself into one of the wing chairs and 
stretched out his legs. Now that he could relax, he instant¬ 
ly began to feel better. The iron bands eased at his tem- 
pies. He heard the woman moving around in the bedroom, 
heard drawers and a closet door open and close. 

The quiet and cessation of activity reached him and he 
felt himself begin to drowse. Sounds receded; all at once 
he seemed to feel the chair dip away under him and he 

sat up blinking, realizing that he had nearly faUen sound 
asleep. 

A movement in the dining room drew his eyes to the 
archway. The woman stared at him. “Good heavens!” 
she exclaimed. “I thought you’d gone a long time ago!” 

Dolan quickly sprang to his feet. “How is he?” 

‘Asleep now. I think he’ll be all right.” 

“I hope so.” He added, looking at her, “I’ve been try¬ 
ing to remember your name.” 

She frowned slightly. “It’s Kathleen.” 

“Oh—of course.” 

It had been years, and he would have said he remem¬ 
bered Max Farrand’s wife as a rather mousy young 
wonian--too young for Max—with no sparkle, no red 
shme to her, nothing at all memorable. Even her wav of 
dressing and fixing her hair had been wrong. Obviously, 
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the ensuing years had given her confidence as a woman. 
She certainly had more poise than he did at the moment. 

Her manner toward him was cool and distant; her level 
regard made him more uncomfortable than he liked to 
admit and he found himself saying, “I can’t blame you, I 

guess, for not liking me very much.” 

“V^y?” she asked as thou^ in surprise. After all, 
you’ve just done us a favor and gone to considerable 
trouble in doing it. There was no reason you should.” 

“You think there wasn’t?” he asked harshly. “Look, 
let’s stop kidding. I have an idea we both know why this 
happened.” But then he frowned. “Or—I guess you 
haven’t heard about the meeting in Hensiger’s office?” 

She shook her head. “I know Max was very high when 
he left home this morning. He had some idea for the 
series that he was sure would work if— 

“If I didn’t kill it for him?” 

She hesitated, then slowly nodded. 

“Well—and that’s just what I did.” 

Dolan swung away from her and toward the fireplace. 
There was a painting—a modem still life—above the 
brick mantelpiece. He stared intently at it. He took a 
long breath. “You might as well hear the rest of the story 
since you’ve seen the result. Hensiger went for his idea, 
all ri^t. I didn’t. I knew it wasn’t any good.” 

She was watching him carefully. “And you told Hen¬ 
siger that?” 

“I had to. It would have been the death of the show. 
But Max thought I did it purely out of spite. Ever since 
I came on the job, I’ve been trying to get next to him— 
trying to put things between us on a friendly basis again; 
but I could never get past the chip on his shoulder.” 

“I can understand that,” Kathleen Farrand said. ‘You 
have to realize what a strain he’s under. Things haven’t 
been easy for Max—^not in a long time. He’s not a young 
man, you know; and the pace of television is more than 
he was ever used to. You know how slow and methodi¬ 
cal he always was.” 

Dolan nodded. “A perfectionist. There’s not much room 
for those any more.” 

“He has been finding that out. He tried directing but 
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the pressure was too much. He couldn’t turn them out in 
three days. When they started joking behind his back- 
calling him ‘Captain Midnight’—and the word got out 
that he ran into overtime on every picture, the assign¬ 
ments stopped coming. He tried writing scripts. But there 
again he wasn t satisfied with throwing them together 
overnight, no matter whether they made sense or not. He 
lost his confidence.” 

Frowning, Dolan said, “I wish he had come to me. I’ve 
had shows from time to time, I would have given him 
assignments and let him work at his own pace.” 

He didn t want to impose on friends—^to ask for what 
would^ have amounted to charity and perhaps have you 
turn him down. And then Val Bryant suggested he should 
take over production on her series, and for once he 
thought someone really had a place and a need for him.” 
She shook her head in despair, letting the story trail off. 
“I’m not telling it right. I don’t want to sound like I’m 
begging for him.” 

Nothing of the kind. I would say you’re a loyal wife 
Sticking up for her husband.” Something made him add, 
“I have an idea you knew what you’d be getting into 
when you married him.” 

She stared. “Why, what do you mean? I love him! I 
was very young but not too young to know he was a 
wonderful man.” 

Testing her, he pushed it. “You must have had pretty 
thm pickings the last few years.” 

I)on t you believe it! They’ve been wonderful years ” 

He walked to a window, looked out at the quiet, tree- 
lined street. “The truth is that Max never did belong in 
this town and this business. He’s not tough enough for it ” 

lie did aU right in New York,” Kathleen said loyally 
«A younger then,” Dolan pointed out. turning. 

And bad as it is sometimes, the legitimate theatre at 
least has room for talent. Too much of Hollywood is run 
by men like me. We come here in the first place because 
there isn t enough of solid value in our lives for us to want 
to go somewhere else and live on smaller incomes, some¬ 
where where real people are concerned with real things. 
We end up with nothing to even talk about except how 
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much we’re conning out of the business—and how much 
we lost at gin rummy or Vegas or Santa Amta last week¬ 
end.” 

Kathleen was listening silently, watching his face. Now 
she said, “That’s not the whole story. I’ve known some 

talented people here.” , 

“Sure. Technicians, particularly. Cutters and sound mix¬ 
ers and special efiects men who do a craftsman’s job and 
like to do it well. You’ll also run across an occasional 
writer or director with real ability—sometimes even a 
producer.” He shrugged. “But in television the hacks like 
me have them outnumbered; and to protect ourselves, we 
mean for it to stay that way.” 

“You really include yourself?” 

“Why not?” He did not know what compulsion was on 
him to talk but something drew him out. “Let’s be hon¬ 
est_^I’m a nobody who got into this business by accident. 

After Korea, I landed in Los Angeles and decided I didn’t 
want to go back to the Bronx. I knocked around for a 
while and then met a guy in a bar who was able to hand 
me a job in the prop department at Regency; and I went 
on from there. Through the years I’ve learned something 
about the technical side of putting a picture together and 
even more about protecting myself in the clinches. But 
I’ve never created anything. All I have is a good memory 
for what’s already been done and a knack for making a 
switch on a plot so I can steal it and use it again. Mean¬ 
while, do you have any real idea of how many viewers 
watch the stuff we put on their television screens every 
night? Fifty million sometimes—at one crack! If we had 
any moral sense, we’d be appalled by the responsibility. 
Instead, we joke about it.” 

She shook her head slowly. “If that’s really how you 
feel about your work, you must be very unhappy.” 

“Where else could I do better? And where else would 
I earn thir ty thousand a year without having any real 
talent?” He made a sweeeping gesture, dismissing the 
subject. “We’re not talking about me. Tell me this,” he 
went on with blunt directness, “Does Max really think it 
would have made any difference if I hadn’t come into 
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the picture? George Hensiger was all set to feed him to 
the wolves. He knows that himself.” 

But Max was just at the point where he was ready 
to stand up and fight for himself. That’s nine-tenths of 
it—just fighting—even if you’re licked. But I think your 
coming when you did rather took the wind out of his 
sails.” 

“Oh.” He scowled, then lifted his shoulders. “Well 
m soi^. It looks like there’s nothing more I can say 
except this—Smart is due back in town tonight. Tomor¬ 
row sometime there’ll probably be a staff meeting called 
in his office. It should be the big one—^where we learn 
the fate of the show and everyone connected with it. 
Whatever shape Max is in, you have to see that he makes 
that meeting to look out for his own interests.” 

“He will,” she promised. 

Dolan took a card from his wallet and put it on the 
mantel. “This has my number on it. Anything at all I 
can do, give me a ring.” 

woman looked as though she were seeing a side of 
him she had never expected to. She said slowly, “Thank 
you, Ed, And—good luck to you tomorrow.” 

He nodded and went out through the house to his car 
parked under the avocado. He backed down the drive 
and roared away along the quiet street. 

Now there was a woman for you, a real woman. He 
wondered if Max knew how damn lucky he was—and 
what Max would be like now if he hadn’t married her. 
Somehow, he couldn’t picture Max involved in the kind 
of helter-skelter affairs he and most of his friends had. 

What would he be like, married to a woman like Kath- 
leen Farrand, Dolan wondered. Suddenly he grinned. 
He d probably feel like Peck’s bad boy, always sneaking 
around comers after something else. 
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He could the phone ringing as he unlocked the 
door of his apartment and he was half tempted to let it 
ring; likely as not it would be George Hensiger won¬ 
dering where the hell he was and why he had left the 
studio. But then he shrugged, snatched up the receiver 
and barked into the mouthpiece. “Yes?” 

“Ed?” . ^ .. 

It was Val Bryant. Surprise slogged him m the nud- 
riff and then he could only feel his heart racing ^just 
hke a damned adolescent in love! He mumbled some¬ 
thing and heard her say in a voice tight with anxiety: 

“Ed, I have to see you!” . 

“Sure.” He tried to sound casual. “Any tnne. Like 

when?” 

“Right away—^nowl” 

“Your place?” , 

There was a moment’s hesitation. “I don’t think that s 
safe, rn tell you what. You’re not far from Palisades 
Park, are you?” 

“Not too far.” ^ 

“I’ll meet you there, toward the north end. If I m not 
there wi thin half an hour, you’ll know I had to give it 
up.” 

“All right. But I’ll wait an hour.” 

He took time to fortify himself with a quick drink 
and to change his wilted shirt. Behind the wheel of the 
Porsche, he eased down San Vicente, smelling the tang 
of the sea while he was still some blocks away from it. He 
turned onto Ocean Drive where the palms along the pal¬ 
isade swayed in the wind and tossed yellow sunlight on 
their fronds. And almost at once he saw her, leaning 
against the fence that ran along the lip of the bluff. 

He walked toward her over the crisp, green grass, 
past the benches where old men basked in the sun amid 
the strutting pigeons with their metallic plumage and 
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eyes like jewels. Val heard his step and looked up as he 
halted beside her. 

“I see you made it,” he said, keeping his tone im¬ 
personal. 

Without preamble, Val said, “I had a call from the 
studio. AH they said was that we weren’t shooting to¬ 
morrow and I didn’t need to come in.” Her voice was 
unsteady; he saw that her hands were gripping the 
wooden railing hard. “What does it mean, Ed? What 
I think it does?” 

“No,” he told her. “It’s only George Hensiger throw¬ 
ing his weight around. He pushed the panic button and 
ordered a stop on the series until Smart gets back to¬ 
morrow. It was entirely his own idea.” 

"You’re ... sure?” She sounded unconvinced. “You 
wouldn’t string me, Ed?” 

“My God! How could you ask that? Won’t you be¬ 
lieve yet that I’m going all out for you?” 

Impulsively he seized her arm. She drew away quick¬ 
ly, saying, “Please!” 

Then she turned and started to walk along the path 
by the fence that skirted the edge of the eroded cliff 
where, because of the slides that constantly ate away at 
the clay bluffs and dumped them onto the highway be¬ 
low, warnings were posted that they used the path at 
their own risk. 

Dolan fell in beside her and together they paced si¬ 
lently along beneath the windblown palms. They passed a 
man who was feeding popcorn to seagulls that swooped 
and hovered over him in a fluttering, white smother of 
wings; he would toss the kernels straight overhead and 
the birds slid in on the updraft and plucked them out of 
the air. 

When I got that call,” Val said, “I nearly went down 
for the count. I thought it was the end of everything. I 
tried to phone back and get hold of someone who’d tell 
me something, but nobody seemed to know anything. 
And you weren’t in your office.” 

“You could have asked Gladys. She’d have set you 
straight.” But Val only shrugged and Dolan realized 
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she could not have brought herself to ask revealing and 
anxious questions of a mere secretary. 

'‘If Fd had the guts/* she said, looking moodily to¬ 
ward the flecks of sunlight on the rolling whitecaps, “I 
think I might have walked out on the show right then and 
there. AH I could think was that the word must have 
come from Paul and that the series was off... 

Dolan scowled, "But wouldn’t you expect he’d at least 
have the decency to call you direct and warn you? Rath¬ 
er than let you wait to hear it third-hand through studio 
channels?” 

"He had enough other things on his mind.” 

"That’s no answer—not if he's really as much in love 
with you as you like to think he is. Damn it, listen to 
me, VaU” He stopped and seized her by the shoulders, 
turning her around to face him squarely. 

There was no chance to say any&ing more. Her 
eyes had moved past him and he felt her stiffen in his 
grasp. "Ed! Look out!” 

Turning, he saw the black car that was just pulling up 
to the curb at the edge of the parkway. His hands tight¬ 
ened to steady her. "lt*s all right,” he said. "You get your 
car and get out of here. I’ll take care of these monkeys.” 

She nodded and left him standing there alone, staring 
at the silent car. Anger began to work through him. 
It made him suddenly reckless; he drew back his shoul¬ 
ders and went striding across the clipped grass to the 
car. He placed both hands on the edge of the door and 
bent a little to peer in through the open window. He 
demanded flatly, "So what do you want?” 

O’Rourke was behind the wheel, Harry beside him. 

Neither moved. They stared straight ahead through 
the windshield; and then Dolan saw the black and white 
police car, with its red light and insignia, cruising slowly 
toward them along the boulevard. It was a welcome sight 
for it prevented his having to back up his bluster. With 
a grunt, he slammed the door shut. "It’s a public park,” 
he said loudly. "1 come here every once in a while. 
If I happen to run into someone I know and stop to pass 
the time of day, it’s nobody’s damned business. Ri^t?” 

"Have it your way/’ O’Rourke muttered between his 
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teeth. The prowl car was drawiog nearer. Savagely he 
thumbed the starter button. “We’re only doing a job, 
Buster. We’ll let Mr. Smart make what he wants of it.” 

“You do that!” 

Dolan stepped back with hands clenched as the black 
car pulled away from the curb and into the stream of 
traffic. He watched it go and only then was he aware of 
his aching lungs, straining on breath that had been held 
too long. He eased it out, opened his fingers and rubbed 
them slowly along his trouser legs. 

Val had made her escape just as he had intended; 
the convertible was gone. Dolan turned and walked slow¬ 
ly back to his own car. 

Behind the wheel he took a moment to light a cig¬ 
arette. The first long drag had a comforting effect. He did 
not suppose he had been in any actual danger; still, his 
body had learned its lesson all too well at the bands 
of ffiat pair—^the mere thought of standing up to them 
was enough to send sick terror pulsing through him- He 
drove slowly back to the apartment and made himself 
another drink. That, plus a second cigarette quickly con¬ 
sumed down to the filter, brought his racing nerves at 
last under control. 

His phone rang. 

“This is June Sawyer, Mr. Dolan. I don’t want to 
bother you but I just had to tell someone my good news.” 

Sawyer! There was no one any further from his 
thoughts just then, but her enthusiasm had something in¬ 
fectious about it that made hun smile. “The way you 
sound. I’d say you must have landed the part.” 

“In the Mike Philips series—^that’s right!” She paused 
and exclaimed in a tone of surprise. "But how did you 
know about it?” 

“I’d heard something. I didn’t know it was settled.” 

She bubbled with enthusiasm again. “The producer 
called my agent this afternoon. I went in and read some 
scenes and they looked at some clips and Mr. Temple¬ 
ton—^he’s the producer, you know—^he said I was defi¬ 
nitely in. As easy as that!” 

“Why, that’s really fine, June. Seems to me it’s just 
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what you told me the other night you-were hoping for— 
a lead in your own series.” 

‘‘Isn’t it, though! I’d almost think Mr. Cooper had 
been reading my mind.” 

“I suppose he just forgot to mention I was the one that 
pitched you to him. And it took some talking before he’d 
buy.” 

“Honest?” she exclaimed. “It was youl You know, that 
really does explain it. Mr. Cooper and I never did get 
along, the times I worked with him—I think mainly be¬ 
cause I wouldn’t take anything from that Bryant bitch. I 
admit I just couldn’t picture him plugging for me.” 

“Well, it makes no difierence—^just so you got the 
part. Congratulations.” 

“You know what? I feel like celebrating. And if it 
was you who fixed this up for me, it would be only fair 
to ask you to help. That is, if you’re not doing an^hing 
tonight.” 

“Well—” 

“You could come over here and I could put something 
together. I’m a pretty good cook when I have a chance 
to be. Please say yes, Mr. Dolan—I want to show you 
I’m grateful.” 

Dolan hesitated on the verge of begging off. But what 
the hell? he thought. It had been a trying day—and the 
unsatisfactory scene with Val and the touchy encounter 
with Smart’s toughs had only topped it off. He found him¬ 
self edgy, restless. Suddenly the thought of a June Sawyer 
rendered mellow by gratitude was not at all unpleasant. 
It could prove just the right antidote for the sour residues 
of his day. 

He cleared his throat. “June? It sounds great. But 
this is on me; you don’t have to feed me. I’ll be around 
for you about seven, okay?” 

“Well—^whatever you say, Mr. Dolan,” 

“And quit calling me Mr. Dolan!” 

“All right—Ed.” She laughed a little throatily. “I’ll be 
ready. We’ll have us some fun. Bye.” 

Well, maybe she was no Val Bryant but she was 
accessible; and tonight, he thought as he hung up, he 
needed something accessible—and then some. 
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The crucial meeting had been called for eleven o’clock 
in Paul Smart’s office* When Dolan walked in a minute or 
two before the hour, carrying his new attache case, he 
found the room empty except for George Hensiger who 
was seated on the sectional couch, nervously lighting one 
cigarette from the butt of another* Hensiger’s spectacles 
flashed as his head jerked at Dolan’s entrance. T^e latter 
gave him no more than a glance; he searched the office 
and saw, to his deep disappointment, that Max Farrand 
was not present. 

“It wouldn’t occur to me to expect it*’^ 

Voices and footsteps sounded in the outer office* Hen¬ 
siger leaped to his feet as Paul Smart entered, ushering 
Norm Winters ahead of him. And in spite of himself 
—^when confronted by all the power these two men rep¬ 
resented, Dolan also rose. 

Smart said, “1 think you both know these boys, Norm.” 

The Watson, Macivor Agency man was a thick-waisted, 
bull-shouldered figure with a solid head set on a neck 
that never seemed to turn* His hundred-doUar suit, the 
gray at his temples, the piercing intensity of his eyes, 
combined to give him an indefinable appearance frequent¬ 
ly seen in the higher levels of the industry—the spoOed 
and unsatisfied look of a superior intelligence wasted on 
trivial ends. He glanced briefly around the room, favoring 
Dolan with a curt nod of recognition. 

Paul Smart had placed a chair for Winters beside his 
own at the desk* Seating himself, he looked around and 
frowned. ‘‘Where’s Max?” 

Hensiger said, “I wouldn’t know.” 

“You told him about this meeting, I hope?” 

“Certainly!” 

“He’s bound to show up pretty soon,” Ed Dolan put in 
quickly, although he had no real faith in his own words. 

Neither, apparently, did Smart. He said, a little glumly, 
“Well.,. we’ll wait a minute or two.” 
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There was a letter on the desk awaiting his signature. 
In a gathering silence, he read it through, considered it 
briefly, then took a desk pen from its holder and signed. 

He replaced the pen, swiveled his chair and tossed the 
letter into an out box on the shelf behind him. As he 
turned back. Max Farrand entered and Dolan breathed 
a silent prayer of relief. 

Max looked bad—white and ill, Dolan could imagine 
what an effort it must have cost both him and Kathleen 
to get him on his feet and in shape to face this ordeal. 

Smart said crisply, “Close the door and find yourself a 
chair. We were about to start without you,” 

“Sorry,” Max muttered lamely, “I was held up by 
something. Thanks for waiting,” 

Paul Smart laced his hands together, bent them back 
until the knuckles popped. With every eye watching those 
long, white fingers, he folded them and laid them on the 
desk. When he spoke with sudden abruptness, his soft 
voice was more piercing than a shout. 

“Shall we get down to cases, then? We have a show 
that’s in trouble. The word from the sponsor is, ‘Fix it or 
forget it.’ They’ve got a replacement ready to go. It will 
not be a Premium production!” 

Smart paused deliberately to let his words sink in. No 
one spoke, no one moved. Ed Dolan would have liked a 
smoke but he did not reach for his cigarettes. 

“There’s one thing in our favor,” Paul Smart went on* 
“The sponsors aren’t anxious to break in a new show on 
such short notice; they’d rather not cancel if they can 
avoid it. So they’re willing to give us a chance—but we 
have to prove what we can do by this afternoon at the 
latest,” 

“The very latest,” Norm Winters echoed. He took a 
folded paper from his pocket. “Here’s the word that came 
in to the agency less than an hour ago. Unless I have 
something definite on the teletype to New York by five 
o’clock, our time, my instructions are that I’m to give 
Four Star the go-ahead on their private-eye show.” 

“There you are,” Smart said crisply. “The heat is on. 
Meanwhile, I’m informed that production on the series 
has been stopped and we’re bogged down completely. 
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You’ve been given time to come up with the answer.” 
His voice hardened. “Somebody had better stan talking!” 

His cold stare raked the room, settling on each of them 
in turn. Dolan calmly passed it back, having no intention 
of being the first to stick his neck out. He saw Max Far- 
rand wilt under the gimletting and knew that, as far as 
Max was concerned, the conference was over. 

Then it was George Hensiger’s turn and Hensiger 
cleared his throat and shifted his position on the couch. 

“We didn’t have too much time, Paul,” he pointed out 
uneasDy. “Only a few days... 

Somehow it was more warmly satisfying than Dolan 
would have imagined, sitting there and watching George 
squirm. Unluckily, some of the satisfaction must have 
shown because Hensiger glanced at him and Dolan saw 
the pure malice that suddenly twisted his face. 

George said harshly, “This high-priced talent failed me 
when I needed it.” 

“You looking at me?” Dolan snapped back. 

Paul Smart glanced narrowly from Hensiger to Dolan 
mid back. “We can go into that later,” he said. “The 
point is, George, I only hired who you asked me to. And 
I don’t want excuses—want something I can show the 
sponsors. So, what about it?” 

The whole attention of the room rested on George 
Hensiger. Dolan thought he looked like a man about to 
be sick on Paul Smart’s deep-piled carpet. A muscle 
pulled nervously at one comer of his mouth, an ago¬ 
nized twitching that almost hurt to watch. Hensiger placed 
a hand to his mouth to hide it and drew a long breath. 

“Sorry, Paul,” he said. “Looks like we let you down.” 

“I’m glad you admit it!” 

Smart was drumming the desk with his fingertips, eye¬ 
ing Hensiger with uncompromising condemnation. All 
at once Dolan knew the time had come to break it up. 

“Before we make loose talk about letting people down,” 
he told Smart with a defianee that startled even himself, 
“let’s just be sure it’s tme—because I resent it!” He saw 
the faces in the room turn to stare; he was feeling reck¬ 
less, suddenly indifferent to consequences. “We had no 
time at all, considering what you wanted. All the same. 
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here’s something I worked out yesterday that I think will 
save your show. I know damned well nothing else is go¬ 
ing to!” 

He had the attache case on his lap. He opened it, ig¬ 
noring the shocked silence building around him, and took 
out the blue-bound and neatly typed copies of the pre¬ 
sentation Gladys had left on his desk that morning. He 
tossed them down in front of Smart. ‘‘You can take it or 
leave it,” he grunted. 

Smart flicked the presentations with a glance but he 
did not touch them. He demanded coldly, “Just what 
have you got?” 

Dolan put the attache case aside again. “It stemmed 
from something Max and George were talking about in 
conference yesterday morning—something about guest 
stars. What they had in mind wouldn’t have worked, not 
on a half-hour series. But my idea will work.” 

Smart’s face showed no warmth and no interest; Norm 
Winters, however, reached across him and picked up one 
of the blue binders. “What is it you want to do, Dolan?” 

“I want to transform this into an anthology show,” 
Dolan answered promptly. “What we have now is stone 
dead. I say scuttle it. Instead of a series, we change the 
name to ‘Valerie Bryant Presents,’ and with Val as hos¬ 
tess, do the best damned original half-hour drama each 
week that we can come up with, using the most varied 
stories and the biggest stars we can afford on our budget.” 

There was a moment’s stillness. “That’s a pretty drastic 
change,” Paul Smart observed dryly. 

“Believe me, this calls for something drastic!” 

He looked around but the other faces were indrawn 
and unievealing. Nobody wanted to be the first to voice 
judgment for or against any suggestion quite as radical 
as this one. 

Norm Winters, who probably possessed the quickest in¬ 
telligence of anybody in the room, closed the folder he 
had been glancing through and tapped it thoughtfully on 
a thumbnail as he considered Dolan. “There are some 
practical questions to be answered before we could even 
discuss this. For one thing, how would you go about pre¬ 
paring the audience for the change in format?” 
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“I wouldn’t rd just hit ’em with it. Up to now, we 
haven’t been ushag. a teaser on the show so Fd lead off 
with one-^and I mean, a real shockerf” He was on his 
feet now, begimimg to catch fire fronv his own oratory. 
‘‘Here’s what I have; in mind. It’s night. Fm seeing a long 
shot of a car ceding down a mountain road. I see an¬ 
other car chafing it Now Fm looking at an angle on a 
blind, hairpin curve as the first driver comes barreling 
around at ninety miles an hour.” Dolan lowered his voice, 
knowing he had his listeners hooked—hypnotized by his 
story-conferenca dramatics, caught up as surely as if 
the scene he was telling them held soma traces of origi¬ 
nality. 

“TUie car goes out of control. Close shot of the girl at 
the wheel trying to bring it back.” Dolan gave a frantic 
twist at an imaginary steering wheel. “Back to full shot.” 
His voice rose a note, his hands pumped in vigorous cir¬ 
cles. “The car suddenly overturns, rolls over twice and 
catches fire^ flames fill the screen. And, by the way—I 
know the stock we can use for that,” he added in an 
aside. “Beautiful shot and easy for us to match. 

“Now weTe shooting on the curve again as the second 
car comes around it. The driver sees the wreck. There’s 
the most spine-chilling screech of brakes you ever heard 
as he tries to keep from barreling into it. The car spins 
clear around; it slams to a stop. Our guest star climbs out 
and comes running toward the camera—right into a full- 
frame closeup. It’s Dana Andrews, if we can get him^— 
somebody of that caliber. We see the fire glowing on 
his face, his look of horror.” Dolan’s own features twisted 
in a grimace that even Dana Andrews might have ad¬ 
mired. “He says just one word~a name: Phyllis or Gene¬ 
vieve, or what the hell. We hold it—and fade directly 
into your opening title and commercial. 

“After that’s done, we go to Val, gorgeous in an at¬ 
tractive gown—you know, down to here—sitting at a table 
with a vase of flowers beside her. She smiles, greets 
the viewer, tells him the title of the play and gives him 
the night’s cast. And weTe back into the story again 
before anyone realizes we’ve lost Nancy Gale and her 
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goddam steel factory* And believe me—nobody will ever 
miss them!” 

Slowly Dolan straightened from the half crouch he had 
gone into during his dramatic enactment. He ran a palm 
over his crew cut and looked around. Max and Hensiger 
were frowning; he thought their frowns showed attention 
and grudging respect. 

He turned to the desk as Norm Winters asked, “What 
about Val? Would you plan to use her in any of these 
stories?” 

“Certainly. Fd star her in perhaps one out of four, 
carefully chosen and written to suit her. The rest of the 
time we can count on the bits we give her to do—open¬ 
ing and closing the show^—to keep her alive as a person¬ 
ality, sort of the way Loretta Young used to come 
through that door.” 

He watched Paul Smart and Norm Winters exchange 
searching looks. Then the agency man expelled his 
his breath with a nod. “All right,” he said crisply, “Fm 
sold. FU get it on the teletype right away,” He picked 
up the bound presentation, “FU send this by mail, in sup¬ 
port. It should do the trick,” 

“You mean you’re giving us the go-ahead?” Smart de¬ 
manded. “You’re sure the sponsor will buy it?” 

Winters nodded. “It fits right in with telephone conver¬ 
sations I’ve had with them, I can tell you now that they’ve 
been losing confidence on the whole idea of a series. They 
don’t like depending on a single idea to hold an audience 
for thirty-nine weeks. I’ve no doubt at all but what they’ll 
go for this,” 

The head of Premium Studios turned to Dolan, “All 
right, Dolan,” he said crisply, swinging to his feet, “Get 
to work. You know what has to be done—and you know 
how much time there is to do it in. You’ve got a free 
hand. As of now, yon’re the producer.” 

Norm Winters looked at his wrist watch, pushed his 
chair back, “Fd say we have done all we came to do— 
and with better results than 1 expected. We’re to be con¬ 
gratulated. You especially,/Dolan.” He looked at the new 
producer of the Bryant show with a respect and interest 
he had never shown in all of Dolan’s months at Watson, 
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Maclvor. “How about coming along to lunch at the Tail 
of the Cock with Paul and me? We can nail down some 
of the details, and there are a few other projects up for 
discussion that it wouldn’t hurt to have your thoughts on.” 

Not wanting to push too hard, Dolan looked at his 
boss for confirmation. Smart asked him, “You have any 
other luncheon appointment?” 

“No,” said Dolan. “No, 1 haven’t.” 

“I’m afraid 1 do,” George Hensiger spoke up, “but I 
can cancel it.” 

The cold eyes slid to his face. “Who’s it with?” Paul 
Smart demanded. Hensiger named a minor official at the 
William Morris Agency. Smart considered for a moment, 
then shook his head curtly. “No, you better keep it. A bad 
business, breaking appointments. We’ll fill you in if any¬ 
thing important is decided.” 

Dolan watched Hensiger change color, first going pale 
and then slowly reddening with full understanding of what 
was being done to him. He started to protest but closed 
his mouth instead. “Yes,” he said in a voice that did not 
sound like his own. “Please be sure to do that, Paul.” 

“You want one of these?” Dolan picked up one of the 
presentations. 

Hensiger looked at it. His mouth hardened. His eyes 
glared behind the plastic rims. “No!” he said curtly and 
walked out. 

And only then did Ed Dolan realize that Max Far- 
rand, too, was gone. He had faded out of the room with¬ 
out attempting to say a word to anyone. 

In his moment of triumph, Dolan knew he had forgot¬ 
ten Max completely. 
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Dolan got back to the studio at one*thirty, a little 
from the drinks he had had. He was in!—no question 
about it. Producer of the show with a free hand and the 
go-ahead to make it into exactly what he envisioned. 

Gladys was at her desk as he breezed through the 
outer office, a dozen immediate projects buzzing in his 
head. “Bring your book,” be said over his shoulder in 
passing. He sat down and picked up the phone; he was 
dialing when Gladys came in and took her place across 
from him. 

“There are a million things to do,” Dolan told her, not 
looking up. “Find out who Ken White’s agent is, see if 
he’s available to develop a story in a hurry. And get 
somebody from the film library to start tracking down a 
piece of stock footage—think I can give you the name 
of the picture. I’ll want production to have a look and 
be figuring out where to match locations for further 
shooting. The more of these details we take care of 
now, the less pressure once the script’s ready to go.” He 
lit a cigarette as he waited for the other phone to an¬ 
swer. "Oh, yes. And will you ask Mr. Farrand to step in, 
please?” 

Gladys said, “But Mr. Farrand has already gone.” 

Something in her tone made him look up. Something 
about her appeared very odd. She had, he thought, the 
look of one who had been crying. “Gone?” he echoed. 
“Gone where?” 

“Didn’t you know? He’s been fired.” 

Dolan stared. Slowly he lowered the phone and fum¬ 
bled it into the cradle without looking. He snatched the 
cigarette from his mouth. “Are you sure you know what 
you’re talking about?” 

“He left an hour ago. Cleaned out his desk; took his 
books—everything. He said that—” She faltered; then 
her jaw set defiantly. “He said you’d been promoted 
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over his head and Mr. Hensiger had told him he wasn’t 

needed any longer.^’ 

“Hensigerl” Dolan said harshly. “He won’t get away 
with It.’ He reached for the phone, then slammed it 
down savagely. “By God, he’s going to hear this to his 


The girl said, “I’U tell Mr. Hensiger that you want 

to see him,” 

Dolan shook his head. “I’ll teU him myself!” With¬ 
out breakmg stnde, he twisted the knob and flung the 

door open, ^ 

George Hensiger was at his desk. Reflected sunlight 
from toe parking lot cast horizontal stripes of brightness 
and shadow across him through the Venetian blinds. He 
looked up, startled by Dolan’s entrance; he stiffened and 
said sharply, “Haven’t you ever learned what a closed 
door means?” 

Dolan went up to face toe man directly. He was so 
an^ he had to fight to keep control of himself. “Who 
told you to give Max Farrand the sack?” 

Hensiger’s eyes seemed to waver behind the flashing 
lenses. But he answered promptly, “Nobody had to tell me. 
He was dead wood—^there’s no more work for him here 
now that he s off the Bryaat show*” 

“I’ve got news for you—^he isn’t off it!” 

“Oh, yes he is. I made a mistake by hiring him in toe 
rust place. He contributed nothing.” 

“Oh, no?” Dolan stepped over and scooped Hen¬ 
siger s phone off the desk. “We’U see about that!” he 
said and then barked into toe phone, “Paul Smart, 

pieasc* 

In the pregnant silence, toe buzzing of the phone in 
Dolan s hand sounded sharply. Finally he had an answer. 
Mr. Smart isn t on the lot,” the secretary told him “He 
phoned toat might not be in again this afternoon.” 
ihanks, Dolan grunted and hung up, 

coldly, looking down at Hensiger, 
This will wait tol morning, I guess. But get one thing. 
You re not fooling me, George. I know exactly why 
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you did this. It was to boost yom own miserable ego. 
Paul kicked you in the face at that meeting today. You 
had to pass it on.** 

Hensiger said in a voice that trembled, think you’d 
better get out of here!** 

Dolan shrugged. “At least now we know where we 
stand.** He walked to the door and there he looked back 
for a parting dig. “Executive producer!’* He shook his 
head and slammed out. 

Back in his own office he met the questioning look 
Gladys gave him and he told her grimly, “Don’t worry 
about Max, Hensiger*s just throwing his weight around 
—and I told him where he could get off. Fll have Max 
reinstated by tomorrow morning, just as soon as I can get 
hold of Smart,** 

“Fm awfully glad,” she said and actually smiled. It 
helped some to know that he seemed to have taken a 
step up in her estimation; he had a good deal of respect 
for Gladys. The homelier the secretary, he had found, 
the more astute a judge of the men she worked for. 
As he started past her desk, she added, “Oh, by the way, 
1 contacted Ken White for you. I explained to him you 
wanted a script in a hurry and he said he would be in 
at two o’clock to discuss it.” 

Dolan nodded. “Good enough. Ring Max’s home for 
me, will you?” 

“Yes, Mr. Dolan.” 

But a few minutes later she called through the door 
to say she could get no answer. 

“Try again in ten minutes or so,” Dolan said. He had 
a very urgent and uncomfortable feeling that he should 
reach Max as quickly as possible and somehow make it 
clear to him that this blow-up with Hensiger really 
meant nothing—and especially to explain that losing the 
title of producer did not mean he wasn’t still needed 
and wanted. Dolan found a growing uneasiness working 
at him. Max, in his desperate state of mind, might be 
capable of anything. 

When the telephone at his elbow rang sharply, some 
irrational thought that it might bring word of Max caused 
him to scoop up the instrument before Gladys could 
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Mswcr it. “Dolan speaking.” His mind was so full that 
It was a moment before he recognized the voice at the 

Other end of the line. 

l^^Why, Ed, darling! How very brusque and business- 
He scowled. “Connie?” 

“You don’t sound awfuUy pleased to hear from me ” 

ius ex-wjfe complained. 

“Didn’t know I was supposed to. When I hear from 
you It generaUy means Tm in trouble.” He added tartly 
I know damn well that check couldn’t have bounced a 
secrmd tune. I said I’d take care of it—^and I did” 

K . f.’ all Tve heard these last few days 

IS about the way you’ve taken over there at Premium 
^ Archerd’s column this morning in 

“No, I missed it. Was I in there?” 

“You mean, nobody told you? I think it’s terribly ex¬ 
citing, sweetheart. And to think I knew you when you 
were only my husband!” jwu 

“Tfos is ^ very flattering, pet. But I don’t actually 
ovm the studio yet. That will take at least another week ” 
^ sfcastic,” she said in a hurt tone, 
en here I am tiying to be nice. I was about to ask 
why we shouldn’t bury a few hatchets. We could start 
by my asking you over to dinner some evening. I could 
nx some lasagna; do you remember how you always liked 
rny lasagna? And you could fill me in on everything 
tl^at has been gomg on. Wouldn’t that be nice? Just like 

Dolan took the receiver from his ear and looked at 
It for a long moment. He brushed a hand over his close- 
crojyed hair and slowly down across his face. Oh. God! 
He tiiougfat, 

Coime’s voice buzzed again inside the instrument 
He gnmaced and raised it to his ear. “Are you there, 
dai^g? I said, don’t you think that’s an idea?” 

^ Yeah. Yeah, it’s an idea, all right.” 

“Well, what do you say, then? How about this eve¬ 
ning. Around seven?” 
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Dolan closed his eyes, a sick emptiness gripping his 
insides. Why did she have to be so damned obvious/ 
He took a deep breath. Into the phone he said. It 
might be interesting. But not tonight. I’m up to my ears.’ 

“Tomorrow, then?” „ -j 

He swallowed. “I’ll have to let you know, he said 
gruffly and dropped the phone into its cradle and pushed 
it away. He sat scowling at the blotter on his desk, swear- 
ing softly* 
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The suite that housed the offices of Glennon Enter¬ 
prises, high in a building overlooking Wilshire Boule¬ 
vard, was far more elegant than anything Paul Smart 
had at Premium—the carpeting an inch deeper, the 
paneling richer and darker, the doors heavier and more 
ponderously silent under one’s hand. Smart looked on 
this empty elegance with something like contempt, know¬ 
ing it was mere facade. He ignored the girl at the desk, 
went directly past her and through the door of Claude 
Glennon’s private sanctum. 

Claude Glennon stood staring out a window at blue 
curtains of smog tliat obscured the Hollywood Hills, 
both of his arms behind him and one stubby hand slap^ 
ping into the palm of the other. A disembodied voice 
was speaking. Smart, looking quickly about, saw his 
wife’s blond head above the back of a red leather chair. 
But the voice was a man’s and he saw now that it came 
from the amplifying attachment on Glennon’s telephone. 
Unnoticed, Smart let the big door click silently shut 
behind him and stood quietly leaning against it, listening. 

At what he heasd, cold fury and then a rich sense 
of satisfaction fibodcd through him. It was George Hcn- 
siger’s voice—oily and unctuous—saying, “That’s true, 
Mr. Glennon—the sponsors do have the last word. But 
I doubt if there's much chance they’ll override Winters. 
They’ve always been satisfied to let the agency make 
their decisions. If Winters says stay with Bryant and the 
new format, they’re certain to go along.’’ 

The hands behind the stout back slapped together an¬ 
grily. “But can’t we get at Winters in some way?*’ Glen¬ 
non demanded without turning from the window. “Make 
him change his mind?” 

^ I don’t see how,” the voice from the attachment said. 
“I can’t imagine what argument we would use.” 

I was thinking,” Claude Glennon said heavily, “in 
terms of a deal.” 
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“Buy him out? I wouldn’t try it, Mr. Gleonon. I’m 
afraid he’s not approachable.” 

“But, damn it!” Claude Glennon exploded, whipping 
around to shout at the instrument on his desk. “There 
must be something we can do! What have I been paying 
you for, Hensiger, if you can’t come up with—?” And 
then he broke off, the words floundering on his tongue, 
his eyes bulging. 

Paul Smart, with an icy smile warping his thm 
mouth, walked farther into the room. 

He saw his wife turn to stare at him incredulomly. 
He looked from one to the other and then he said into 
the stillness, “George? Can you hear me? Do you know 
who this is speaking? 

“It’s Paul, George,” he went on when he got no 
answer. ‘Tvc wondered for some time who in my 
organization was selling information. It never occurred 
to me it was you—I didn’t think you could be so stupid 
as to suppose you had anything to gain by helping the 
Glennons ease me out." 

He wished he might have seen the man’s face but he 
could well imagine the horror in the eyes behind the 
gleaming lenses. “Paul!” George Hensiger managed final¬ 
ly. “I know what you must be thinking but— 

“Don’t strain your intelligence.” Smart cut him off. 
"Just have your resignation on my desk by tomorrow 
morning.” 

“You—^you can’t do this, Paul! You’ve got to give 
me a chance!” 

“I am. I’m giving you a chance to quit instead of being 
fired. One way or the other, 1 won’t have anybody’s spy 
working on my staff. Happy landings, George,” He took 
the phone out of the voice caster and cradled it, then 
looked up to see Claude Glennon staring at him, pur¬ 
ple with rage. 

“By God!” the older man cried, his whole body 
trembling. “Do you think you can walk into this office 
and—?” 

“Do you think you can stop me?” Smart retorted 
and saw a first hint of uncertainty in the man’s angry 
face. For his own part, he was enjoying the moment 
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with even greater keenness than he had anticipated dur¬ 
ing the hours of winging westward from New York. 

Gloria Sniart did not appear to sense the real power 
ftat lay behind his cool assurance for she said hau^tily. 

You seem to be making a lot out of this litde victory 
M Dolan has handed you. So what if the sponsor 
isn t canceling? You’re not in the top ten yet The 
show can still lay an egg.” 

“Of course," Smart said airdy. “It can lay the flattest 
egg in history^ and, far as I'm concerned, it won’t matter 
m the least just as long as the sponsor gives it the go- 
ahead right now. That’s all I’ve been asking for, not for 
facies. The important thing is that your Uncle Claude 
has been stopped in his lovely scheme to caU me up 
before the Board so he could pull his little wires and 
take over the studio in my place.” 

There’ll be other times,” Glennon said. His hard, blue 
eye^yes that were so much like Gloria’s—glowered 
M Smart, unyielding. “Even if you have stopped me for 
the moment, you won’t get away with it.” He lifted 
the carved lid of a box on the desk, took out a cigar 
and began fitting it into the amber holder. 

Smart shook his head as he casually seated himself on 
a comer of the polished desk. “What I’ve done, thanks 
to Ed Dolan, he said, “is to stop you for good. This 
was your last chance. You see. there’s something you 
haven t heard yet. I ran into someone while I was in 
New York. Howard Fletcher_” 

He was watching closely and he saw Glennon react 
so sharply to the name that the cigar leaped out of his 
fingers, hit the desk and roUed to the floor. He looked 
stuprfly at the aniber holder; slowly he raised his head. 

Tou drdnt think I knew Fletcher,” Smart said. “I 
had hardly hit town when he called me. He knew I’d 
be mterested in what he had to say.” 

Gloria was sitting forward in her chair, her hands 
pippmg the arms, a hint of growing alarm on her face. 

uncle; accusation touched her voice, 
d^?” about?” she demanded. “What have you 

“The old fool has cooked his own goose. I’ll bet even 
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you didn’t know what he was really after, trying to get 
Premium away from me. You see, he thinks he’s P.J. 
all over again—^while as a matter of fact, he’s one of 
the poorest excuses for a businessman in town. Glennon 
Enterprises!” Smart gave a short laugh- “This record com¬ 
pany of his and that danmed hotel at Palm Springs. I 
Liew he was probably making a mess out of anything 
he meddled with but it was Howard Fletcher who told 
me the whole truth. 

“What he has been doing is to get into a hole so deep 

he had to have someone bail him out. He took his stock 
in Premium Studios to his friend, Fletcher, as surety for a 
loan to keep these leaking arks afloat. Now that loan 
is due and to meet it, he has been counUng on getting 
his hands on Premium—in any way he could. Well, I’m 
afraid he isn’t going to make it.” Paul Smart took a letter 
from his breast pocket, unfolded it and handed it to 
Claude Glennon. “I wanted to give this to you personal¬ 
ly. I wanted to see the look on your face.” 

The paper shook in Glennon’s fat fingers; his face 
drained slowly white until the ruptured veins in his 
cheeks resembled tattoo marks. 

“WeU?” Gloria demanded impatiemly. “What does it 

say?” 

Smart reached out and took the paper from Glennon s 
unresisting fingers, refolded and returned it to his pocket. 
“It says that I have arranged to redeem that stock from 
Fletcher. There isn’t a damned thing your uncle can do 
about it. He’s washed up. As for Premium Productions, 
this &ves me the one thing I’ve been needing all along— 
a controlling interest.” 

Slowly Gloria rose to her feet. Her eyes, blue stains 
in a strained, white face, turned toward her uncle. 
Oaude Glennon looked back—a sick and crushed 
man. “Is it the way he says?” And as she read the an¬ 
swer in his stricken look, “How could you have been such 

a fool!” Bin 

His stricken, old-man’s look was the only answer she 
needed. She put a hand against the back»of the chair 
to steady herself. And, slowly, shoj,turned , to meet her 
husband’s eyes and found them coldly mocking, her. 
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“You realize, of course, what this means for us,” he 
told her. “For you and me. It means that I already have 
my lawyers drawing up the divorce papers.” 

Her breast lifted on a long, cramped breath. “You do 
tWs to me and it will cost you—I promise! I’ll take the 
house, the cars, the bank account. TU strip you to the 
clothes you stand in.” 

“Could be,” he admitted calmly, “It would be worth 

it, to be my own man again,” 

He mrned; the thick carpet absorbed his footsteps as 
he walked to the door and there looked back with one 
hand on the massive knob, ‘^This has been one of the 
most pleasant quarter-hours I have ever spent!” 

The door closed silently behind him. 


Ken White was a writer, a swarthy little man pos¬ 
sessed of a shrewd mind and a loquacious tongue. After 
a quarter-hour of the usual gossip—like most script 
witers. White would rather talk about almost anything 
the story—Dolan managed to get him down to 
cases. White listened with an expression of acute bore- 
dom whUe Ed Dolan told him of the opening he had ad 
libbed at the staff meeting, 

Watchmg the writer make final notes on their confer¬ 
ence, Dolan had an uneasy feehng that when the script 
was written and cast and put through the wringer of bur¬ 
ned production—^with the usual lack of time for ade¬ 
quate rehearsal or preparation—^it would probably be 
about on a level with every other tired, melodramatic 
half-hour on the air. But what the hell? he thought with 

a shrug. Under these working conditions, who could do 
better? 

Ken White flipped his notebook shut and dropped it 
into a pocket. “All right,” he said. “I guess I Sn get 

before. This is a real emergency.” 

Never wrote a script yet when it wasn’t. When the 
heU you guys going to get wise to yourselves and figure 
out a saner way to run this industry?” * 
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“You figure out one for us," Dolan sug^sted sourly. 
“That shouldn’t be hard.” White gave him a geniid 
leer and was gone, leaving a promise to deliver a first 

draft by Thursday. ,. , 

Dolan was calling the film library, tracking down *e 
stock footage for the auto crash sequence when Gladys 
slipped into the office, wide-eyed with excitement. What 
is it?” he demanded. “Is something the matter? 

She seemed past answering. But before he could ^od 
her again, she found her voice. “It’s Mr. Hensiger! He s 
leaving. He’s been fired—or quit—or somethmg. I don t 

*™Do1m^ stared and put the receiver down. “Hensiger? 
Where’d you hear a thing like that?” ^ 

“From Maurine—that’s his secretary, you know I 
think she—” Gladys colored suddenly with a flush that 
went to the roots of her hair. “WeU, I’m afraid she sort 
of listened. And she heard Mr. Smart tell him he wanted 
his resignation by tomorrow morning." 

Ed frowned, trying to grasp what she was telhng him. 

“This happened in Hensiger’s office?” 

“No, sir—over the phone. Mr. Hensiger put a call 
through to Mr. Glennon, and I think Maurine had been 
suspicious for a long time that there was some hanky-panky 
going on there and that’s why she listened. And appar¬ 
ently Mr. Smart was in Mr, Glennon’s office and he 

heard everything,” . 

“I’ll be damned!” Dolan said softly, tappuig a rhythm 
on the desk with his fingers as he tried to absorb this 


new turn of affairs. 

Gladys faltered. “I thought you ought to know—since 
it’s bound to make a difference to Mr. Farrand.” 

“It makes a hell of a difference.” It was good news, 
he supposed—he could certainly do without George Hen¬ 
siger looming in the background, putting on the pressure 
and watching for a chance to steal credit. And yet 

And yet Ed Dolan felt an unnamed and crawling pre¬ 
monition. If Hensiger had really been the Glennons’ 
inside man at Premium and if Paul Smart had felt hm- 
self in a strong enough position to break him and fire 
him from the company—and over Claude Glennons 
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™ *«B»8 

“Wh^ ? ^1-'^* » iMve happened^ 

W^y, I think only a few minutes ago, Mr Dolan 
Maurme called me to teU me at the first chance she had.” 
i-. ; ■ ■ presumably Smart would still be at 

absently saying 

Thanks, in curt dismissal. As she returned to her desk 
iine and dialed the beach house in Malibu, He did not 

t ^ several times. He was 

T “Hello?” Starting to 

speak, he suddenly changed his mind. The voice repeated 

SlAnh? T’ sound^f t 

hrlV i ^ o“ button and 

broke the connection. auu 

had to se^’ler* he 

waited to!. Inn he had already 

Sk?v On hk ? his ™st watch as he got up 

quickly. On his way past Gladys’ desk, he said “I’ll be 

questo."** -ii for aS^ 
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A VAST calm lay over the sea; patched with green and 
blue and brown, it stretched without swell or motion to¬ 
ward a band of fog lying on the far horizon A few 
small boats were out; miniature white caps rolled m, 
breaking and crisping along the edge of the shore. 

Dolan slowed as he drove past the house, looking 
around carefully. The overhead garage door was lifted 
and he could see Val’s convertible, but the space for a 
second car was empty; and nowhere along the lonely stnp 
of road did he see a glimpse of the sinister black sedan 
he was particularly looking for. So, then, it would seem 
that Val was alone, free of her watchdogs. He rolled on 
for a couple of hundred yards to a place where he could 
turn around; then he drove back and parked across the 
way. Cutting the engine, he sat and looked for a long 
moment at the low ranch house with its pebbled roof and 
the ivy-thick lawn that had been salvaged from the sand. 
The slow surge and boom of surf muttered behind the 

stillness. , , 

He got out and walked across the lawn to the house. 

Curtains were drawn across the glass paneling. When he 
thumbed the button, he heard a door-chime sound deep 
within the house and although he rang a second time, the 
door remained closed. Dolan considered, then turned and 
went along the flagged walk that rounded the house, and 
led to the low-walled patio at the rear. As he approached 
the redwood gate, strains of music reached him; and 
when he lifted the latch and pushed the gate open, he 
saw her. 

She was stretched out on a lounge chair in the sun with 

her head in the shade of a beach umbrella. He saw a 
smooth, bare arm flung relaxed over the edge of the chaise 
and die famous, long legs stretched out before her, one 
slim, brown ankle crossed over the other. On the wrought- 
iron table beside her, next to a pile of fan magazines and 
trade papers, a transistor radio was pouring out a deep, 
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rythmic chant—explanation enough of why she had not 
heard the summons of the door chime. Nor did she turn at 
the sound of the gate’s closing. 

Dolan walked forward and as he rounded the umbrella, 
he saw that the music and the heavy heat had put Val 
to sleep. She was sunbathing in nothing but a scarlet silk 
bikini—or, rather, in a part of one. Gasping, he halted 
in mid-stride. What might be called the top half—a mere 
scrap of bright material—had been discarded and lay be¬ 
side the radio, coiled across a copy of the Hollywood Re¬ 
porter. 

Ed Dolan’s breath clogged in his throat as he stood 
looking down at her, at the golden beauty of her. Ap¬ 
parently she had been tanning like this for some time be¬ 
cause there was no strap line to mar the tawny expanse. 
He could see the barest line of snow-white flesh where 
the loin doth touched her rounded belly low beneath the 
navel. 

For a fleeting second, Dolan felt like an intruder, as 
if he was trespassing in forbidden territory. He scarcely 
dared to breathe. Christ, be hadn’t asked for this though, 
and he didn’t want to startle her. As he stood undecided 
about his next move, a sudden wave of fierce possessive- 
ness flooded through him. This woman was going to be¬ 
long to him, come hell or high water. And for keeps! 
He’d be damned if he was going to start pussy-footing 
around oow. 

Noticing a terry-cloth robe draped over a chair near¬ 
by, he crossed and picked it up; then he approached the 
chaise on tiptoe, 

he called, “Val, honey,” 

She stirred, uncrossed her ankles. He went closer, “Hey, 
wake up!” he stage-whispered. 

Slowly the eyes opened, a hand went up to shade theni. 
At this, he dropped on his knees beside the chaise—his 
heart thudding at the effort it took to keep from reaching 
out and making contact with that warm, satiny skin—and 
laid the robe over her, awkwardly tiying to smoothe it 
out. 

She sat up abruptly, flinging his hand aside, clutching 
the robe, “Ed Dolan! What on earth are you doing here?” 
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He sat back on his heels. “I wanted to see you.” 

“Well... I guess you saw plenty!” She tacked the robe 
Eghtly around her breasts, leaving gleaming shoulders un¬ 
covered. “I certainly didn’t expect youl I have a tele¬ 
phone, you know. Why didn’t you call me first?” There 
was no welcome in her tones, only surprise. 

“What I want to say can’t be said over the phone, 
he told her soberly. 

“No?” Her eyes narrowed. “And why not?” 

“Because it can’t—^because I’ve got to talk to you ser¬ 
iously. Things have come to the point that —" 

“You don’t have to tell me,” she cut in. “I know all 
about it. I suppose you think you saved the show and 
now I should be grateful on bended knee. You saved it 
all right—^by practically cutting me out of it.” 

“Val, that’s not true! You’ll be better than ever. The 
part will be rig^it for you—no more of that Nancy Gale 
bilge they were giving you.” 

She looked at him skeptically, then leaned over and 
took a pack of cigarettes from the table, shook one out 
and let Dolan light it for her. Lying back, she peered at 
him coolly through the first blue-brown spurt of smoke 
through her nostrils. 

“And anyway,” he went on, “I didn’t come clear out 
here to talk about the show. I came to talk about us, 
about you and me.” 

“About you and me?” She looked alarmed. “What 
about you and me?” 

He stood up and paced a few restless steps in front 
of her, hands in her pockets, “You might not believe what 
I’m going to say but..inhaling a deep breath, he took 
the plunge, “... but, I want you to marry me, Val.” 

Val Bryant caught her breath and, sucking red under- 
lip between white teeth, regarded him speculatively for a 
long moment between half-closed eyes. What was the 
matter with her anyway? What wheels were churning in 
her head, he wondered tensely. His heart raced a couple 
of beats. She was as poker-faced, as immobile, as if he 
had said the sky was blue, the grass was green. 

Finally, in her best on-stage manner, she drawled husk¬ 
ily, “Don’t make me laugh, Ed.” 
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Stung, he stopped pacing, stared at her hard. “Cut the 
corn, V^! It’s me, Ed Dolan, you’re talking to,” She 
merely flicked her cigarette ashes, her face assuming thin 
traces of mockery. Shrugging, he said. “Okay, go ahead 
and laugh if you want. Only, I happen to mean it.” 

“I’m really flattered,” she said. Was that a tin gf of 
sarcasm he beard in her voice? “Especially since you nev¬ 
er even liked me.” 

“What the heU are you trying to do?” He nudged her 
over on the chaise, sat down. “Did you think I was only 
fooling around those times we were together? You knew 
damn well I meant it, how I felt about you!” Seizing her 
by the shoulders, he shook her harder than he had meant 
to. 

Nol^ Don t! Don’t touch me!” she cried. Jerking away 
from him. The thought flashed through his mind, This 
woman is afraid! Sh^s trying to cover up something. 
“Sure you meant it, for what it was. That and nothing 
more.” 

“How can you say that?” he protested. “You knew_ 

“I knew what?” she flared back. “I only knew that I 
needed you—or somebody—^when I was at a low ebb, 
that’s all. And it was the same with you—^you took what 
you could get when you could get it. What man 
wouldn’t?” 

“Val, listen to me!” he ordered but she had started 
to rise. He pushed her back against the chaise and the 
robe fell away. She clutched at it but he snatched it off 
and threw it to the ground. 

“You don’t need that,” he told her roughly. “I’ve seen 
you before. And get rid of this, too.” He flipped her cig¬ 
arette across the flagstones. 

Why, you ” but his mouth crushed down on hers, 
his big hands hungrily stroking die sleek hide of her. 
For a moment she lay still, shocked into silence; then de¬ 
sire-fanned into fury by reluctance—burst Val Bryant’s 
defenses and her body arched npward under his touch. 

God,” he whispered, his lips searching across hers that 
were soft and parted. “I’ve needed you so.” 

“Oh, don’t say that,” she moaned. “Don’t.” 

Why not? It s true,” and his hand reached down to 
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untie one side of the strip of scarlet bikini. With this, 
her body leaped—^it was like a bad dream, he recalled la¬ 
ter—and she began to push and kick at him, her face 
twisted by fear and panic, 

“Don’t!” she gasped. “Don’t ever touch me again. Let 

He wasn’t about to do this. ‘T’U never let you go!” he 
thundered and pulled her writhing body closer. 

“You idiot! In case you didn’t know, I’m going to many 
Paul Smart!” 

A slug of lead would not have stopped him any faster* 

Halfway releasing her, he stared at her unbelievingly. 
She wouldn’t! 

“Give me that,” she said, pointing to the robe. Stunned, 
he reached down with one hand, picked it up and gave 
her a comer of it, his eyed glued to hers. 

“Just what do you mean?” he breaihedj his face ashen* 

Wrapping herself again, the half-hidden swell of her 
bosom, moist now with the wanting, rose and fell heavily. 
She curled her legs to one side, then put out a placating 
hand and trailed her fingertips across his arm. 

“Ed, don’t act like this. Don’t be silly. You haven’t 
any ri^t. Paul phoned about an hour ago and asked me 
to marry him as soon as his divorce is final.” 

“He’s divorcing her!” Ed Dolan had been totally un¬ 
prepared for this; it had never occurred to him that Paul 
Smart would actually manage to get rid of the woman he 
was married to or that he would ever want Val for any¬ 
thing other than a mistress. Apparently things had been 
happening which were far beyond his knowledge. An 
agonizing weight seemed to fill the pit of his stomach, 
"And—^you told him?” 

“What do you think I told him? If you were in my 
place, what would you have told him?” 

“You really want to know?” he challenged, his face 
close to hers. “I’d have told him I was in love with some¬ 
body else, with somebody who wanted me for all it’s 
worth.” His voice cracked. “Dammit, Val—you can’t do 
this.” Sitting forw^d, he put his head in his hands, shook 
it despairingly. 

Val Bryant swung her legs over the edge of the chaise 
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and sat up, gathering the robe about her. She tried to take 
one of his hands, but he resisted. 

“K, please try to understand. Last night—even after 
talking to you in the park—^was one of the worst nights I 
ever lived through. 1 was ready to give up or, rather.. 
she waved her hands nervously “... let myself be washed 
up. Do you know what it’s like to be washed up^at my 
age?” She laughed bitterly. “It’s no fun, let me tell you. 
’^en Paul called Md it was like I was brought back to 
the first time I can remember, I was no longer 
afraid. No longer afraid of the day when I can’t fight any 
more, of the day when somebody says, ‘Val Bryant? that 
old hag.’ Don’t you sec? I can quit fighting...” 

Suddenly Dolan was on his feet, standing over her, his 
h^ds clenched at his sides. “You coward!” he said with- 
eringly. “And all along I thought you had some guts. I 
thought you’d fight for what you thought was right. And 
now look at you—^laying down and quitting, finished!” 

She shrugged, “AH right—so I’m finished. As Mrs. 
Paul Smart, I’ll never have to answer another six-thirty 
make-up call or face another camera unless I damned 
weU want to. I never knew what a relief that would be.” 

“And is that the only reason you’re marrying this man?" 

I suppose next you’re going to say I’m not in love with 
him... whatever the hell that is!” 

He grabbed her by the arms and pulled her savagely 
to her feet and against him; the robe fell away to the 
ground, leaving her naked in his hands except for the 
scrap of crimson silk about her loins. 

‘TU tell you what it is!” he cried hoarsely. “It’s the 
crazy kind of torture I’ve been going through ever since 
that night in there on your couch. It’s the need I have 
never known for any other woman, and never will!” 

She tried to break away. “Don’t talk like that! Please 
be fair, Ed. Let me go and forget you ever knew me!” 

Gathering her hyiis arms, he carried her back to the 
chaise where he duinped her unceremoniously. Breathing 
beside her, pinning her shoulders back, 
^^y don’t you tell the truth for once in your life?” he 
shouted. “Why don’t you admit you love me... come 
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clean...be a real person? Why min something good, 
toss it down the drain? You know you belong to me!” 

This time he didn’t bother with ties but ripped the 
bikini right down the middle. Under the pressure of his 
hands, she lay limp, the color drained from her faee, 
neither responding nor resisting. Suddenly he realized 
that she had given up, her will paralyzed by conflict. 
Large tears began to roll down her cheeks. 

“Val, don’t,” he said, brushing one away. At this she 
began to weep openly. 

“Oh, Ed,” she wailed, her arras winding around his 
neck, “why do things always have to turn out so rotten?” 

“You do love me then?” 

“I guess so,” she said brokenly. “I only know that with 
you I feel good—the way a woman ought to feel. 
With Paul,” she closed her eyes, “Tl! exist.” 

He laid his face between her breasts. She caught him 
up tightly and he felt the sobs that raked her body, the 
salty tears that trickled down. “Don’t cry,” he reassured 
her. “Everything’s going to be all right now.” 

He felt her stifien, “No, it isn’t. Nothing will ever be 

alt right again.” . 

“As long as we have this, the hell with rest of it, 
he told her, his face nuzzling against her. 

But then she cried, “No!” and lifed his head between 
her hands. Looking deep into his eyes, she said, “Ed, let’s 
get this straight. I can’t marry you ... not ever. I have to 
go ahead with this other tUng, with Paul. There’s no 
other way out.” 

“You’re insane!” 

“I know what I’m doing, what I have to do.” Abruptly 
she slid away from his grasp, stood up. He came after 
her, caught her roughly by the shoulders. She wrenched 
free of his sweating hands. Snatching up the fallen robe 
as she backed away, she turned to face him, eyes wide 
with a nameless fear. “Let me alone!” she cried hoarsely. 

He took a step toward her, “How long do you think 
you can go on kidding yourself like this? You know you 
don’t want that Paul Smart—^you want me!” 

“No!” But when he took another step toward her, 
she backed away clutching the robe about her body. “Ed 



152 THE LOVE GODDESS 

Dolan, you’U never be anything—nothing but a picture- 
business bum like me, living on cream one year, out of 
work and starving the next. And I can’t live like that any 
more, Ed,’’ she went on, her voice rising and taking on 
the note of hysteria that had always been characteristic 
of her work as a dramatic actress. “Not with you or any¬ 
one else. Paul Smart will never ride the roller-coaster. He 
wants the top and he’ll never settle for less—and I’m 
gomg to be up there with him. So you stay away from 
me, do you hear?” Her voice broke in wild sobbing 
Stay away from me!” ® 

“Val!” 

But she turned and fled from him; she ran barefooted 
across the patio flagstones, the white robe streaming be- 
hmd her. The glass panel slid shut. 

DoIm stared at the blank wall, his fists clenching con¬ 
vulsively, the blood pounding in his temples. 

“Close all the doors you want to, Valerie Bryant!” he 
shouted after her. “Padlock them, bar them—it doesn’t 
inatter because all your life you’re going to wish you hadn’t 
shut this one!” 

^d she would, too. Suddenly he had a nightmarish 
wion of her in bed with Paul Smart, lying there with 
open, staring at the shadows on the ceiling 
while Smart snored, his back to her. Then she would 
^ for him and—oh, the hell with it. It was all over. 
Dolan let a long breath break through his lips and dropped 
his hands to his sides, still burning with the touch of 
her soft flesh. This was final. He turned on his heel and 
left the patio the way he had come, through the redwood 
gate. He walked out to his car and as he slid behind the 
wheel, his hands were trembling so violently it was a 
moment before he dared to drive away* 
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It was one of those really rare mornings So^nthem Cali¬ 
fornia sometimes comes up with; an unbelievably blue 
sky, air so sparkling dear it seemed some trick of vision 
and focused things to an unnatural sharpness. The moun¬ 
tains behind Burbank stood close enough to touch, ridge 
after bare gray ridge—more of them than Dolan, roaring 
over the curves of Coldwater Canyon and dropping down 
Valley-side from Mulholland, could remember ever hav¬ 
ing seen before. , - , * v 

His mood, after a near-sleepless night, failed to match 
the morning. But Paul Smart, at least, seemed in tune 
with things. He did not go as far as to show a smile 
when Dolan walked into the office but he wore a look of 
contained satisfaction—like a cat licking off the cream. 
Shuffling papers about on his wide-topped desk, he nodded 
and gestured to a chair across from him. Dolan slumped 
into it carelessly and watched the man locate the d^ocu- 
ments he was looking for and leaf through them briefly. 

‘^Your contracts ” he said, ‘‘They just came out of the 
legal department. Want to look them over?” 

He slid them across to Dolan who took a long breath 
and then, shaking Ms head, slid them back. “I m not 
signing these,” 

Smart looked at him sharply, ‘T suppose you mean you 
want to do a little haggling first?” He shrugged. Well, I 
suppose you’re within your rights. These were drawn be¬ 
fore you were made producer. What is it you want—anoth¬ 
er hundred?” 

Ed Dolan’s hands clenched hard on the arms of his 
chair. For a moment he nearly weakened in the tMng 
he knew he had to do. But he shook his head, 

“You don’t understand. Tm not signing at aU. I’ve 
changed my mind—our deal is off.” 

“What are you saying?” the other snapped, Ms eyes 
hardening. 
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‘Tm saying you’ll have to find yourself another boy. 

HOW plain do I have to make it?'* 

Smart was staring at him, shaking his head a little as 
thou^ m bewilderment. Deep lines of displeasure were 
forming along his cheeks, bracketing his tight-lipped 
mouA. I though we had a deal! What’s wrong with it?” 

No one said there was anything wrong with it This 
IS— ^personal.” 

studied him a moment, blankly. 

You re surely not sore because of the way Harry and 
O Rourkc threw their weight around in the park day be¬ 
fore yesterday? I was sorry to hear about that and it won’t 
happen again—things have changed. I suppose you 
hadnt heard that Val and I are marrying as soon as I 
can arrange a divorce?” 

*'Vd heard it.” 


Oh. You had? Then maybe you know that George 
Hensiger is leaving the company. It means I’m going to 
be m the market for a new executive producer.” He 
paused to let that sink in. “A lot could depend on the 
success you have in jacking up the ratings on this show of 
yours! 


So there it was! He would never have the choice spelled 
out for him so clearly. The number two spot at Pre- 
mum Productions—and all it needed was for him to forget 
feeling, forget pride; in short, become another Arch Coop¬ 
er canymg his private torch for Val Biyant and lighting 
the way with it to his own private heU.... 

TJere was only one thing he could say and he said it 
as he got to his feet: “I’m not holding out—for a 
better price or for a better job either. I’ve just decided 
this operation isn’t for me!” 


stared up at him. 

Thats your privilege,” he said finally. “But 1 don’t ap¬ 
preciate being left on the spot for a producer just when 
uie late of the show is hanging in the balance!” 

“I’m not leaving anybody on the spot. Max Farrand 
can take over.” Seeing Smart’s dubious expression he went 
on quickly. “Don’t sell Max short. Without Hensiger to 
nde him, he can actually do a better job on this par¬ 
ticular show than I could. Max is real story man. He’ll 
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set good scripts for you—and if they aren’t good, hell 
know how to fix them. He’ll deUver a quality-type pro¬ 
duction that I guarantee you can be proud of. Just give 

him the chance-” , 

Smart lifted a shoulder. “I don’t seem to have any 

choice in the matter. Not if your mind’s made up. 

“It’s completely made up,” Dolan said and walked 

He had not occupied his office long enou^ for 
personal belongings to accumulate. Cleaning out his desk 
took only a few minutes while Gladys and Max F^rand 
watched him speechlessly. Max shook his head m bev^- 
derment. “Ed, I don’t get it! I thought you wanted this 
job. I thought you wanted it in the worst way! ^ 

“Not quite the worst way,’’ Dolan corrected him. Md 
that was the only way I could have it.” He lifted a pmm, 
checking another question. “I’ve got my reasonsi shaU 
we just let it go at that?” 

“If you say so-” . j * * i 

Dolan had collected the few papers he wanted to t^c 
with him and stashed them into a manila folder. Hoicked 
this up, took another look around the office. 'Hien he 
turned to Max and offered his hand. “Well,’ he said, 
“I leave you with it. Good luck!” 

His departure from the Premium lot was whoUy un¬ 
noticed. In the same haze of unreality that he had been 
moving in since he learned of Val’s decision to 
Paul Smart, he drove back to his apartment. The still¬ 
ness of the rooms seemed to mock him; there was a famt 
echo of the scent June Sawyer wore, reminding him of 
their moments here. 

Moving mechanicaUy, he took a beer from the box; 
but that was not what he wanted and he put it back and 
poured a stiff belt of rye instead. He dropped ^wn on 
the sofa, nursing the drink and letting the bite of it 
shock through some of his strange lethargy. Afterwar^ 
setting the glass on the coffee table, he stared at the 
telephone. It was finally beginning to come home to him 
just what a predicament he faced—arid in a mood 
when he didn’t know where he would find the will or 
the energy to cope with it. 
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He was just reaching to take up the phone when it 
rang right under his fingers. June Sawyer’s voice, in the 
receiver, was tilled with alarm. ”Edl 1 tried to call you 
at the studio and they said you’d qidt\ It’s some kind of 
mistake, isn’t it?” 

‘‘No mistake, June,” he told her. “And I don’t want 
you to give me any of that ‘I-hope-you-know-what-you’re- 
doing’ routine!” 

She was silent for a moment, “All right, Ed. But_ 

hope you do!” She added, “Will you be going back to 
Watson, Mac Ivor?” 

“No, not there. As a matter of fact, I’m sort of up in 
the air ,. 

“You’re kidding! You mean you just walked out— 
cold?” She took his silence for an affirmative and gave a 
low whistle. “Boy! That takes more nerve than I’d 
have!” She remembered something then, “I heard this 
morning about a show out at Monarch—one those medi¬ 
cal dungs, called ‘Emergency Ward.’ They’re heading for 
a major bust-up. The star’s been feuding with the head 
writer and yesterday the producer went to the hospital 
with a heart attack. Sounds like a set-up just begging for 
an operator like you to ease in and make something good 
for himself!” 

Dolan closed his eyes with a grimace. “Please!” he 
exclaimed. “Is that what you think of me?” 

“I’m sorry, Ed. Really, you’ve got me kind of worried 
about you. What in the world are you going to do?” 

Something he heard in her voice—a real warmth, a real 
interest in his welfare—^made him blurt out suddenly, 
almost without thinking: “June, have you ever been mar¬ 
ried?” 

“Married?” she echoed and laughed a little. “No. Is this 
an offer?” 

“If you want to count it one. It was just a thought that 
came to me. I’ve got a feeling that I’ve had it with this 
town and this industry—^had all I want.” 

He could have added: All I want of the gouging and 
throat-cutting, the lying and cheating and jockeying for 
advantage—all the George Hemigers with their price tags 
showing. Yes; and Val Bryant saying I’d never be any- 
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thing but a picture-bu^ness bum, and then selling herself 
to Foul Smart for the hope of security. ... But he left all 
this UDsaidi he told Juue, “I’ve been thinking I d like to 
get away from it while there’s time. And 1 hate to go 
alone.” 

“Are you asking me to go with you? Just when Ive 
hit the jackpot?” Her voice was incredulous. “Thanks, but 
—no, thank s. You must be out of your head. Why, I 
wouldn’t leave here now, not for any man I ever met!” 

He sighed. “All right, June. It was a foolish thing to 
suggest.” 

“Maybe you’d better ask that ex-wife of yours if she’ll 
go with you. Because, if she won’t—I don’t know of any 
other town where you’re apt to get up the kind of ali¬ 
mony you told me you’re paying her!” 

Ed Dolan winced. In this past hour he had nearly for¬ 
gotten Connie and her alimony^—and that damned lawyer 
of hers, waiting for the first excuse to haul him in. No, 
June was right. He was out of his head. The kind of 
treadmill he’d got on, a man didn’t climb off as easily as 
that. 

He said quietly, “AH right, June. Good luck with the 
new series. Between a pair of bastards like Arch Cooper 
and Mike Philips—you’re going to need it!” 

At the window he stood a moment looking out upon 
the palm-lined boulevard, bright with morning sunhght. 
A seagull dipped and swung past his window, its curved 
wings scrubbed white, its eye a flashing ruby. It banked 
smoothly and was gone. 

®1 Dolan dragged deeply at his cigarette, stubbed it 
out in the ash tray on the coffee table. He sat down 
again, reached for the telephone and settled with it in his 
lap. He dialed and heard the other phone ringing. 

The voice buzzed into the receiver, “Keefer speaking.” 

“Larry?” he said. “This is Ed Dolan. Just out of 
curiosity, I was wondering if you would know anyone 
connected with that show, ‘Emergency Ward,’ at Mon¬ 
arch. .. 


The End 
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THE TV 

lOYEGODDESS 


"Six hundred lousy bucks a week? Chicken 
feed!" Ed Dolan snorted. He was looking for 
the big money. And he didn*t care where he 
had to slip the knife to get it. 

Then Ed got his chance. And he didn't even 
have to double-cross a friend. 

She was beautiful, rich and successful. She 
was a starj the reigning love goddess of 
10,000,000 television sets across the nation. 

One wild, crazy night Ed was with the God¬ 
dess at her altar, and then he knew what TV 
prcKiucers meant when they said she was the 
hottest thing in show business. 

He knew, too, how a little of the old Ed 
Dolan touch could turn a TV star's bedroom 
into a bank — with the money rolling in and 
Ed Dolan as president. 
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TORRID SEX IN THE JUNGLE WORLD OF TV 
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